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Abstract 
This dissertation investigates testimonio as means for interpreting the body and home as 
affective geographies. Deploying a theoretical framework I describe as “haunted belongings,” I 
recognize how belongings are both material (objects, things, products) and spatial (identity, 
positionality, placement). I argue that the sense of belongings is produced through unsettled ties 
between materiality and spatiality.  To elucidate the unfixed relationship between material and 
spatial, I forefront two major signifiers of belonging for many people: the body and the home. For 
marginalized people, their sense of belonging is always haunted since they have been historically 
excluded from an original home-space and many are believed to lack material possession, especially 
of their own bodies.  Through the methodology of autoethnography, I probe the way themes of 
home and body are interconnected through personal lived experience and narrative practices. This 
interdisciplinary project has two main objectives, one disciplinary and the other methodological. The 
first is to draw attention to autoethnography as an innovative approach for studying issues of 
home/body, especially to disciplinary fields that typically investigate these issues such as geography, 
communications, education, and diaspora studies, but which tend to ignore the “affective” elements 
of belonging over the material. The second is methodological insofar as my critical work is in 
conversation with diverse intellectual formations such as queer theory, women of color and 
indigenous feminisms, and ethnic studies. Autoethnography has been used before to study 
subjugated or scattered histories but deployed in heteronormative fashion that merely re-centers 
bodily integrity and an ancestral located sense of home. I bring out the disparate, contradictory, and 
virtual nature of this body and home through narrative constructions that are fluid and 
indeterminate. In calling attention to personal and collective belongings in their pluralistic and 
phenomenological character, I recognize how affective geographies are both tied to lived traumas 
but also those immaterial ghostly forms of oppression, intimacy, and kinship which continue to 
demarcate the unstable liminal lives of subaltern subjects.  
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Introduction	  
Listening to grandma’s ghost stories	  	  	  
	  	  	  
The story is older than my body, my mother’s, 	  
my grandmother’s. For years we have been passing 	  
it on so that it may live, shift, and circulate. 	  
    --Trinh Min-ha, Woman, Native, Other, 1989	  	  
Stories don’t end here. They go on.	  
    --Paula Gunn Allen, Spider Woman’s Grandaughters, 1989	  	  	  
We sat there across the table. Face to face. Our eyes meeting. Bridging 
together the generations between ourselves. Her eyes foreshadowing what is to 
become of mine—the small crowsfeet, the laughing wrinkles, the sorrow and 
sadness—all locked behind a gaze. I take notice and take note. Remembering to wear 
more eye cream. A lesson she has taught me since I was a teenager. I watch her. Watch 
as her eyes scale the walls of the restaurant booth we are sitting at. A longstanding 
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tradition whenever I get into town. We grab lunch and catch up on each other’s lives. 
The accomplishments. The disappointments. The family gossip. It is a tradition. Her 
tradition. To which she performs with each of her grandchildren. But I am different. 
I am her first grandchild. I am labeled the role model. I am the one whose actions 
are most watched. Are most gazed upon. Are most judged. 	  
But this time is different.	  
We are not sitting laughing and divulging gossip.	  
We are quiet.	  
She is sick.	  
This time I am taking her out to lunch. This time I am the one who is 
watching her. Watching her frail body. Watching her eyes as they look at the pictures 
on the wall. Pictures of María Félix, Lupe Vélez, and Mario Moreno Cantinflas. 
Pictures celebrating Mexico’s Golden Age of Hollywood cinema. But her eyes do not 
fixate on the beautiful men and women of yesteryear. Rather, they focus on a picture 
of a group of Zapatistas. I take notice and take note. But do not say anything. 	  
I close my eyes. Only to reopen them as a little girl. The same little girl who 
used to accompany my grandmother out to lunch. The same little girl who asked the 
question. The question that my grandmother never fully answered. The question I learned 
to never ask again. The question of our past. Of our roots. Of our home. It all began when 
I was six. My mother and I just moved from California to Washington. My 
grandmother was already living in Washington and took us out to lunch. A small 
Mexican restaurant called Casa Tequilas. I sat there across from her, next to my 
mother. My eyes fixated on the beautiful Mexican woman in the wall mural. Her eyes 
gleaming with pride and happiness. Sitting on the stoops of her hacienda. Her home. I 
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wish I am there sitting with her. Sitting in a place where I belong. Rather, I am sitting 
in a booth with my mother and grandmother talking about the move to Washington. 
A place that is foreign and cold. I gaze upon the pictures of the Mexican actors and 
actresses on the wall. The pictures of Pancho Villa and Emiliano Zapata. And then, 
out of a child’s innocent mouth, I ask the question. 	  
“Grandma, why did our family move from Guadalajara?	  
 Why did our family move to the US?”	  
My grandma, not looking at me, responded, “Bad things happened there. And that is 
all you need to know.” And that was that. Many times as I asked that question as a 
child. That was her answer. Over time, I learned not to ask it anymore. Over time, I 
realized that I would never know the answer. I would never know what happened 
there. I close my eyes. Only to reopen them, looking at her frail body. I am slightly 
startled as the server places down the large bowl of chicken tortilla soup. The hot 
steam evaporating into the air. I think of the question but again hold my tongue. Never 
to speak it.  	  
As we eat, the silence lingers. The silence and the steam start to bond 
together. Constructing a wall between the two of us.  I hold back the words I want 
to say. That I yearn to say. Her eyes still gaze upon the picture of the Zapatistas. I 
turn my attention away from the words that I want to say, to her eyes. Wondering 
what she is thinking. Wondering what she is about to say. As the soup starts to cool, 
I pour her a bowl. She starts to sip from the spoon. Cooling the hot liquid with a 
soothing blow of breath. After a couple of spoonfuls, she turns her attention away 
from the soup and back to the photograph. I ask, “Is everything alright? Do you not 
like it?” She smiles coyly. “Of course I like it. It reminds me of my mother’s soup. It 
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reminds me of my childhood and home,” she quietly responds. Her gaze does not 
leave the photograph. 	  
I close my eyes. I go back to my childhood. Remembering the move from 
California to Washington. Remembering the confusion and pain. Remembering the 
displacement. Wanting to know why. Why did we move away from my father? Why 
did we move from our family? Why did we move from the people who liked like us? 
The move spawned a ravenous appetite regarding my family’s history. I had to find 
something—some tidbit of information, of knowledge—that afforded some type of 
emotional grounding to my past. Something. Anything. That would make me feel at 
home. Home in a strange place. Home away from my home. I had to know. 	  
My grandma starts to speak and my eyes violently open. Her eyes are still 
focused upon the picture of the Zapatistas. She says something but I do not hear it. I 
ask again. “Sorry, what did you say?” She smiles again, and responds, “Did you know 
that my aunt was abducted and gang raped by the Zapatistas? She spent the rest of 
her life institutionalized.  I remember visiting her as a child. She was so sad. She was 
so broken.” And that was that. She didn’t expand on her words. She didn’t have to. 
The story, the answer, that I had been waiting for twenty years, finally made its 
presence known.	  	  
I am still unsure why she decided to share that story on that particular day. Maybe it was her 
living in the moment—a moment that reminded her of her childhood. A moment of her mother’s 
cooking. A moment of homecoming. A moment that reminded her of the pain and suffering she 
observed as a child while visiting her aunt. A moment that she needed and wanted to share with a 
granddaughter she now saw as a woman. A moment in which she recognized I was ready to hear the 
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story. I’m not sure. Maybe one day I will ask her. Maybe not. Maybe I am satisfied enough not to pry 
any further. Maybe I know it will cause her more pain to share other details. But I know that in that 
moment, in that ordinary moment, my life changed. The story of my family’s long hidden pain had 
struck a nerve with my own buried past. 	  
But it wasn’t just the answer or the story that changed me. It was more so the act of my 
grandmother telling me the story. Revealing to me. Making me witness to a story of our displacement. 
A story of our pain. A story of our shared haunted trauma. A story from her ghosts. But now, a 
liberation of words. Words that now became a part of me. A part of my life, my past and my future. But 
the reawakened ghost of my grandmother’s story was not alone. Conjuring its power, it began to 
release other emotions entombed inside myself. Long forgotten to the tides of time. Yet now, my 
once dormant fears and trepidations-- memories and stories-- about locating my own place in 
landscapes of silence, yearning, and belonging, now lay awake. 	  
It was now my turn to tell my story.	  
 I had never imagined this would be a project about testimonios. Testimonios of a place called 
home. A place unknown to me. A place that I constantly yearn for. No. This was not my intention. I 
had never imagined discussing my life in such an intimate and personal manner. I originally had 
thought I would be writing on LGBTQ youth and social media. But as I started to write that project, 
something inside me wouldn’t let me continue. The memories of my family and my past haunted 
me—illuminating feelings I tried long to forget. Some buried so deep I thought they would never be 
resurrected. But here they were with their silences screaming against their imprisonment. The words 
filing away at the locks. Then one day, one ordinary day, I found myself at the breaking point. I 
found myself sitting in a sterile classroom surrounded by peers. All speaking a language that I knew 
well. But it wasn’t my native tongue. No, the language of the academy one must learn and assimilate 
onto your palate. And I learned it well. But on this day the words would not come out. Words that I 
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practiced to say and pronounce with fluidity. Words that I engrained into my vocabulary. But on 
that ordinary day, my tongue resisted and defied the rules of the classroom. The ghosts and 
memories broke free, defeated and swallowed the manufactured language, and cleansed my palate. 
Now ready, my tongue and consciousness sought to bring me back to my roots, my language. And 
to let my silences speak – more specifically, let my ghosts speak. 	  
*****	  
I share my grandmother’s story not as some cheap ploy to capture your attention, but to 
introduce you to my ghosts, my testimonios—shared from my family and myself to you. I share this 
story, to brace you with what is yet to come. The intimate details and experiences of my life. 
Intimate, not in closeness, but in the true sense of the word: the private and the personal. The 
narratives that do not get shared at holiday times or family gatherings. The narratives not meant to 
be known publicly. And here I am sharing them with you. But in this act of reveal or as Foucault 
would call confession, I do not feel that I am betraying those who also share these stories—the 
other characters central to the story. Rather, I feel that the time is here. The time is now. Just as my 
grandmother revealed her story to me that winter day, I am here to share others with you. I am 
ready. 	  
I share with you my grandmother’s story to set the scene of this project. To introduce you to six 
year-old Shantel, who wished for 21 years to find, to know, the answer to why our family moved 
from Guadalajara. A question that not only begged to find out what happened to our family in 
Mexico, but a question that begged to know more about our home. Why we could never go back. Why 
we never spoke of it. But most importantly, a question that even at age six begged to know more 
about myself. A question that I hoped would illuminate some sort of truth in order to resolve my own 
personal (dis)locations and lack of belonging—in my family, home, and body. That by knowing what 
happened would solve my frequent feelings of displacement and cure my spatial ailments. But alas, 
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that did not happen. I am not cured.  I am not saved. But what the answer did do was force me to 
re-think my question --to expand the searchlight beyond Guadalajara, and closer to the landscapes of 
something more familiar and personal. To ask myself what does home and belonging mean to me?	  
This is a project about home and belonging. A project that crafts and (re)defines what those 
words mean in the context of my life, my narrative, my testimonio. As illustrated in the story of my 
grandma and I sitting together on the fateful winter day, this is a project that explores the ghosts of 
my past and their spectral presence that not only haunt, but also actively shape my understanding of 
a politics of belonging. Demonstrating that personal narratives are intimately tied to the construction 
of physical and imaginative spaces of home and belonging, this project problematizes the ways 
knowledge and narratives configures bodies, specifically my body, in both public and private arenas. 
By engaging the concept of affective geographies (the idea that our emotions, feelings, and 
affects, shape, and are shaped by, our encounters with different spaces and places), this 
research illuminates the key role spaces and landscapes play with not only forming identity, but 
arranging and ordering bodies--including how bodies, my body, re-negotiate and re-configure these 
spatial encounters to contest disciplinary boundaries, discourses, and practices.	  
So why belonging?	  
Why home?	  
Why ghosts?	  
What do these all have in common with one another?	  
How do they make sense of my narrative?	  
How does my narrative make sense of them?	  
Traditionally geographers have been the reigning social scientists to explore the concept of 
belonging. Usually positioned as a self-explanatory term that rarely takes into account its affective 
qualities (Skrbis, 2009; Thein, 2009; Westwood and Phizackle, 2000), belonging typically is divvied 
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between the realms of identity (social and civic) and citizenship (national). Within the last twenty 
years, there has been bountiful rise in the examination of the concept from belonging from both 
within the field of geography (Armstrong, 1998; Ehrkamp 2005a,b; Mackenzie, 2004; Madsen and 
van Naerssen, 2003; Sporton and Valentine, 2007; Veronis, 2007) and outside the fields to others 
such as anthropology (Dragojlovic, 2008; Lovell, 1998; Warriner, 2007), political science (Croucher, 
2004; Migdal, 2004), sociology (Bond, 2006; Colombo et al., 2009; Fortier, 1997, Fox, 2006, Gubert, 
2000; Kiely et al., 2005; Scheibelhofer, 2007; Westwood and Phizacklea, 2000), and psychology 
(Arcidiacono et al., 2007; Hernandez et al., 2007)—just to name a few. As highlighted in Kathleen 
Mee and Sarah Wright’s (2009) guest editorial for Environment and Planning, with these scholastic 
developments come new language surrounding the concept: “ ‘place(s) of belong’ (McCreanor et al., 
2006; Nelson and Hiemstra, 2008); ‘spaces of belonging’ (Ehrkamp and Leitner, 2006; Mills, 2006; 
Nelson, 2007; Valentine and Skelton, 2007); ‘sites of belonging’ (Dyck, 2005; Tolia-Kelly, 2006; 
Witten et al., 2007); ‘territory(ies) of belonging’ (Tolia-Kelly, 2006), and ‘landscapes of belonging’ 
(Tolia-Kelly, 2006; Trudeau, 2006)” (772). Others that were not mentioned are also ‘modes of 
belonging’ (Sicakkan and Lithman, 2005); ‘differential belonging’ (Carrillo Rowe, 2005); ‘sense of 
belonging’ (Fenster, 2005); ‘scales of belonging’ (Wood and Waite, 2011), as well as many more. So 
why this interest in the concept? One may easily argue, as David Morley (2001) does, that the rise of 
destabilized population fluxes, hyper-mobility, globalization, border-control, diaspora, housing 
segregation, etc. are all creating postmodern and cultural anxieties. Questions surrounding “who are 
we?” and “where do I belong” are at the core of these anxieties—hence why social scientists have 
primarily focused on the issues of identity and citizenship. Nevertheless, while there has been this 
steep curve in the development of this literature, it remains 1) relatively limited, and 2) rarely 
accounts for intersectionality (Wood and Waite, 2011). As such, conversations surrounding the 
material and social worlds in which we inhabit, seldom inquire the dynamic emotional attachments 
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impacting these experiences, and result in a skewed analysis. I believe this is a disservice to the 
concept of belonging, as it doesn’t fully take into account the constantly shifting meanings behind 
and fueling identity and citizenship. For instance, Wood and Waite (2011) argue, “It seems that all 
too frequently attempts to tackle social problems caused by the lack of belonging experienced by 
some social groups does little more than entrench that same or other groups’ sense of dislocation 
and exclusion” (201). This is a clear example why a more multi-dimensional approach to belonging 
is necessary to encompass the complex and competing senses of belonging that people encounter in 
their daily lives. It is here where I begin my investigation.	  
  While I recognize these previous generous contributions have opened the door to further 
research, my aim of this project is reflected in the words of Vicki Bell (1999): to “disrespect 
disciplinary boundaries” and promote an interdisciplinary investigation on the concept of belonging 
by putting into conversation the affective turn with the spatial turn. Building upon Marco 
Antonsich’s (2010) transformative investigation on belonging, I agree with him that the concept of 
belonging has to this point been vaguely defined and under-utilized. As such, Antonisch pushes and 
produces a new framework that maps belonging around two analytical dimensions: “belonging as a 
personal, intimate, feeling of being ‘at home’ in a place (place-belongingness) and belonging as a 
discursive resource which constructs, claims, justifies, or resists forms of socio-spatial 
inclusion/exclusion (politics of belonging)” (2010, 645). While both dimensions informs each other, 
I am most interested in his first claim surrounding ‘place-belongingness’ and the affective feeling of 
‘being at home’. In this examination, he argues that	  
…“place is felt ‘at home’…belong means to find a place where an individual can feel 
‘at home’… ‘home’ here does not stand for the domestic(ated) material space, which 
feminist authors have criticized for reproducing gendered and patriarchal relations of 
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oppression, violence, and fear… ‘home’ here stands for a symbolic space of 
familiarity, comfort, security, and emotional attachment” (Antonsich, 2010, 646).	  
As such, belonging equates a sense of rootedness and place-attachment—an emotional feeling 
towards place. In this sense, there is a clear psychological dimension that cannot be separated from 
the concept; where the question ‘Who am I?’ cannot be excluded from the question ‘Where do I 
belong?’ (Antonsich, 2010, 646). While this is an unseemly radical departure from previous attempts 
to understanding belonging, it truly disrupts traditional research on the concept as the “tendency is 
to mobilize belonging as a synonym of collective identity and citizenship” (Antonsich, 2010, 647). 
By locating belonging within the context of place, it opens frontier territory for social scientists to 
test the boundaries of current scholarship and discourses. This can be observed in Antonsich’s 
argument for place-belongingness, as well as other geographers such as Nichola Wood and Louise 
Waite (2011) who remind us that: “belonging and ‘longing to be’ (…yourself, accepted, respected, 
included…) are power and emotive imperatives that inform the ways in which lives are lived and 
futures are made” (201). It is through these conversations that we realize that belonging isn’t a 
natural occurrence that is self-explanatory, but rather a powerful affective act (Probyn, 1996) that 
informs our lives.	  
  Now while Antonsich’s analytical framework for investigating belonging and its connection 
to ‘home’ is undeniably useful for this project, I still feel that there are pieces missing in the puzzle. 
Reading his argument over and over again, I felt that while he spoke about the emotional qualities of 
belonging, his argument focused too much on issues of place. I started to wonder; can one still feel 
‘at home’ and belong if there are no places involved? This then would go against the place-
belongingness thesis of Antonsich. Or would it? If we rather (re)orientated belonging away from 
places to people, relationships, or institutions (such as the family) how would this change 
Antonsich’s thesis? 	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  Still utilizing Antonsich’s framework to understanding belonging as an intimate, personal 
feeling of being ‘at home’, I’m shifting the lens of this scholarship back to the landscape of affective 
geographies. I want to understand how affect, memory, and space impact and co-create/re-create 
this feeling of being ‘at home,’ thus turning the attention away from place-belongingness. As such, I 
present the question: how do our narratives, our t es t imonios , foreground our sense of 
belonging and home that shape the affective geographies in which we live, labor, and love? 
By queering the orientation away from place but to our personal narratives, I present a provocative 
framework to problematize who belongs and how such belonging is imagined and achieved in order 
to disrupt spatial ‘place-ness’ and ‘belongingness.’ In sum, this scholarship grows out of everyday 
practices and experiences that inform our social and spatial imaginaries.	  
But where are the ghosts? How do they connect to this project? 
Ghosts, zombies, poltergeists, and the un-dead are at an all-time high within popular culture. 
Anywhere one looks, there are television shows like The Walking Dead, Ghost Adventures, The Dead Files, Z 
Nation, Medium, Ghost Whisperer, Ghost Hunters, A Haunting, My Haunted House, My Ghost Story, Celebrity 
Ghost Stories, Haunted Collector, Most Haunted (just to name a few), with equally as many movies, comic 
books, popular magazines, plays, etc. Ironically, for an enigma that is usually positioned within the realms 
of the unseen, they are quite common to encounter within popular media. Nevertheless, this spectral 
turn within mainstream society is not an isolated phenomenon, as the academy also encountered a 
similar critical paradigm shift. Since the foundational publication of Avery Gordon’s (1997) Ghostly 
Matters: Haunting and the Sociological Imagination, to the 2013 Spectralities Reader by Peeren and Blanco, the 
subject of hauntology and ‘the spectral’ is rapidly growing across academic disciplines such as sociology, 
literary studies, photography, media studies, anthropology, diaspora studies, cultural theory, trauma 
studies, and philosophy. As such, the spectral turn is quickly shaping to be an instrumental tool with 
deconstructing everyday practices and experiences. From issues of spectral labor of undocumented 
Latina/o immigrants to the ‘ghosting’ of identity theft to “unblock global passages that would otherwise 
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remain unsurpassable” (Pilar Blanco and Peeren, 2010, ix), I argue that ghosts are a productive 
framework for studying the “social death” of marginalized subjects and families who exist in the 
shadows of society and who “liv[e] on the edge of visibility and inspir[e] a curious mix of fear and 
indifference” (Pilar Blanco and Peeron, 2010, xiv). Latina/os are a prime example of this framework as 
our presence serve as a reminder to the specters of colonialism (foreigners in our native land) in addition 
to our ghostly invisibility/visibility with regards to cheap labor, rhetorical incitement of frightful and 
dangerous immigrants, as well as status as haunted ‘others’. As such, our status within the United States 
can be summoned up beautifully by Toni Morrison (2015) in her play, Desdemona: "I exist in between, 
now: between being killed and being un-dead; between life on Earth and life beyond it; between all time, 
which has no beginning and no end…” Latina/os ambiguous status lends itself to our continual in-
betweeness, creating “culturally hybrid spaces, where we exist as ourselves and as ghosts of ourselves and 
others” (Pilar Blanco and Peeren, 2010, xviii). Consequently, ghosts are all around us. But nonetheless as 
Virginia Woolf attests,  “ghosts have their origin within us” (1998, 324, italics added).  
I would attest we are all haunted --some more than others. But we all live with ghosts. 
Ghosts of past selves. Ghosts of past lovers. Ghosts of past relationships. Ghosts of failure. Ghosts 
of triumph. We are all haunted. I am haunted. My testimonios are haunted. In the words of literary 
author Leslie What (2004), I agree with her that “ghosts are a metaphor for memory and 
remembrance and metaphorically connect our world to the world we cannot know about” 
(https://www.sfsite.com/07b/lw132.htm. Accessed October 3rd, 2014). In doing so, ghosts, 
haunting, and spectrality, confuse and disrupt the time-space-place trinity by allowing the past to 
constantly live and direct the present, which then impacts our future. Further, ghosts, haunting, and 
spectrality also influence our affective states of being. A prime example of this phenomenon can be 
observed in the affective quality of trauma. As argued by Cathy Caruth (1995), to be traumatized is 
to be “possessed by an image or an event” (5) located in the past-- much like one can be haunted 
indefinitely by an anachronistic event (Pilar Blanco and Peeren, 2013). “In other words, when we 
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think of ghost stories (traditional ones, at least), it is the haunting of the present by the past that 
emerges the most insistent narrative. The mode of expression by many scholars use to describe the 
spectral, then, is similar to, if not fully consonant with, the terms used to describe the affect… of 
trauma” (Pilar Blanco and Peeren, 2013, 11). Hence, trauma and haunting become reflections of one 
another-- although not perfect reflections. It is this relationship that temporality becomes distorted, 
where there are no clear boundaries of time. For instance, those who suffer from Post Traumatic 
Stress Disorder (PTSD) like I do, the trauma often ruptures time as it lives compulsively in relentless 
repetition-- the past haunting the present and the future. Trauma then becomes the specter, the 
ghost who engages “in the quest for an answer, an evanescent truth” (Caruth, 1995, 5). A ghost that 
will move from temporal plane to temporal plane in order to produce something to be done 
(Gordon, 2008). Pilar Blanco and Peeren (2013) argue that, “such is the case with ghosts that arrive 
from the past, seeking to establish an ethical dialogue with the present. Ghosts, in this case, are part 
of a symptomatology of trauma, as they become both the objects of and metaphors for a wounded 
historical experience” (12). It is here that the specter, as defined by Derrida (1994), are both revenant 
(what was) and arrivant (what will come), signaling to us that present and future are always populated 
with certain possibilities of the past. Thus the trauma (re)articulates itself by returning in the real. 
Ghosts are the kernels of the traumatic that can’t be integrated into the symbolic realm as signifiers. 
They appear in the real as a void, an absence that is always already signified. The real resists 
signification, but there they are: the ghosts. They don’t belong in the real, but it is in the real where 
they return.	  
  Additionally, another way to think of spectrality and the hauntological is that the ghost 
occupies both the realms of the visible and of being, but in a very particular way. The ghost is 
spectral--something that appears in the realm of the visible--insofar as it is invisible, and further, the 
ghost is a being insofar as it’s a being that’s a non-being. In other words, the ghost is a type of 
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presence that’s marked as an absence. Because negation is that which language makes possible, the 
ghost is thus something that can’t be thought of outside of language, and I would add that further, 
ghosts come to be only through the narrative. But just as the ghost occupies the realm of visibility, 
the ghost is constitutive outside of belonging.	  
Narrations of ghosts are always narrations of that which doesn’t belong. For instance, ghosts 
often haunt their homes, the places in which they lived, but this is a place of non-belonging, for 
these places are no longer their homes. Ghosts belong, but only in the historical sense of used-to-
belong. This is in keeping with what Agamben (2013) says about the specter:	  
“What is a specter made of? Of signs, or more precisely of signatures that is to say, 
those signs, ciphers, or monograms that are etched onto things by time. A specter 
always carries with it a date wherever it goes; it is, in other words, an intimately 
historical entity (474).”	  
What Agamben brings to the discussion is that the ghost is made up of signatures, particular types of 
signifiers that have their own temporal efficacy, signifiers that are intimately historical. I believe that 
my ghosts are intimately historical insofar as I am very close to my own ghosts--I am haunted by my 
past--but I have the feeling, the affect, that these ghosts, these things signed into my past, are now 
things that don’t belong. In other words, I feel that knowledge--in fact, the pursuit of it--has 
configured my body in a particular way, but I meet with the obstacle of non-belonging as I attempt 
to work through the narrative in which I find my self. For instance, I feel that the home of the 
academy is rejecting my body. Making me a ghost where I will be but an invisible non-being made 
an absent presence-- because of a particular configuration of academic discourse and the accepted 
narrative of the way knowledge should be constructed. Sadly, I don’t feel that I am alone in this 
experience. We mourn the dead, and the love of the dead is the most demanding love. Though ghosts haunt our 
spaces, they also demand to be forgotten insofar as they must be mourned properly in order to be 
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released. How are we to love our ghosts? How are we to love these intimate, historical signatures 
that make what is ours our own--how when they no longer belong, when they are no longer at home 
in our space? 	  
To answer these questions, I foreground spatial and affective analysis to illustrate that our 
identities, our narratives, and our emotions are not simply embodied reactions to other narratives 
and other bodies, but are historical and spatial products and actors. This is where I begin the conversation. 
Mapping the connections between spectrality, trauma, haunting, belonging, and narrative. But these 
aren’t the only characters in the story. Rather, I’m inviting others to join: women of color and 
indigenous feminisms, queer of color critique, spatial theory, and one of my closest friends, 
autoethnography. It with these added theoretical approaches that I can truly build an 
interdisciplinary analytical framework to address these guiding questions and issues, and to (re)define 
what belonging and home mean to me. Mean to my testimonio. Mean to my experience and existence. 	  
My grandmother’s story is just the beginning. It is now my role, my purpose, to share my 
narratives and ghosts. To (re)locate the past, present, and future. To (re)store the balance in my life. 
And to (re)present the competing and complex senses of belonging that dictate my emotional 
attachments to place and space—the affective geographies that I call, and want to call home.  	  
Building my Theoretical and Methodological Altars	  
“My silences had not protected me. Your silence will not protect you”—Audre Lorde	  
They came back to me as quickly as I tried to forget them. My silences. My ghosts. My memories. 
The memories of my father beating my mother. The memories of my mother abandoning my 
brother and I while in high school. The memories of suicide attempts. All rushing towards me. 
Swarming my consciousness. Should I write these narratives? Should I share these ghosts? Do I speak of the 
trauma? Or let it go….knowing that I cannot really let it go. That you just create a fool’s paradise—a 
landscape full of ignorance. As Derrida (1994) suggests, one must learn to live with their ghosts—to 
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acknowledge their presence and potential to (re)define your history. And so I found myself writing 
this project, telling my narratives of displacement and dislocation. I found myself writing out of 
urgency, survival, and healing. I found myself with the voice and words to not only name, but also 
reclaim my experience and my world. I was ready to face my silence and transform it into action, as I 
could no longer betray my trauma. I was ready to write my narrative and myself into existence. I was 
ready to belong, to come home.  	  
My family story begins with a rape. Rape not only of a physical body, but that of my 
‘homeland.’ The pillaging of resources, culture, and knowledge; a taking away of agency, control, and 
belonging—not only to one’s own space and body, but also to a particular place and home 
imaginary. By silencing the trauma for so long, my family’s generations became haunted. Passing 
down the pain and the ghosts from one body to another in various forms. From the banning of 
speaking Spanish in the household to the constant surveying of female bodies against male gazes, my 
family tried to rid itself of its ghosts—but to no avail. And so I think on that ordinary day, my 
grandmother chose to remove her survival mask (Anzaldúa, 1990), in order to name and articulate 
the trauma. To name and articulate the internal colonialism of our diasporic bodies. To name and 
articulate our testimonios. 	  
I argue that testimonios are a form of ghost stories. Not in the sense to scare an audience. Or 
to teach a lesson of staying away from a certain places or certain bodies. Testimonios are ghost stories 
in the simple notion that they are stories from our ghosts. A releasing of trauma that marks and maps 
our corporeal cartographies and living/possessed histories. For instance, my grandmother’s narrative 
isn’t just her narrative; it is also my great grand aunt’s narrative—her ghost story living in the 
present. Making known our shared trauma and displacement, and returning into the real. By 
acknowledging her spectral presence and embodied trauma, we are then able to properly mourn and 
love her, and her ghost, with making public our family’s story. 	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So what are testimonios you may ask? Testimonios come from a legacy of reflexive narratives. 
Emerging in the 1970’s during liberation efforts in various Latino countries, testimonios are a “form of 
writing as part of the struggle of people of color for educational rights and for the recovery of our 
knowledge production” (Reyes and Curry Rodriguez, 2012, 526). First used to convey the 
experiences and struggles of marginalized peoples in order to rally for a call of action to end 
sociopolitical, cultural, and historical oppressions (Behar, 1993; Bernal at al, 2012; Burgos-Debray, 
1984; Lomas & Joysmith, 2005), testimonios are the practices and processes of articulating an urgency 
to which they bear witness and make public an intentional political intervention. Testimonios are the 
political and conscientious reflections that are often spoken or written that “name oppression and to 
arrest its actions whether as genocide, racism, classism, xenophobia, or any other type of 
institutionalized marginalization” (Reyes and Curry Rodriguez, 2012, 527). At the forefront of 
testimonios is the author—whether spoken or written—who controls and commands themselves as 
agents of knowledge, speaking from the margins of history and experience. With allowing narrators 
to construct affective geographies by prying open a space to name themselves into existence and 
honor their traumas, testimonios “provides a kind of active journey from torture, oppression, or 
marginalization that ultimately leads the speaker or writer to become the empowered survivor” 
(Reyes and Curry Rodriguez, 2012, 527).  Unlike memoir or autobiography, testimonios is an approach 
that elicits solidarity from the reader (Bernal et al, 2012, 364). 	  
For many Chicana scholars testimonios have helped us survive in the academy by legitimizing 
epistemologies of the brown body in a predominately white space. As a genre that exposes and 
disrupts silences, they help build community among women of color (Anzaldúa, 1990) by theorizing 
from the body to challenge social inequities both inside and outside the classroom (Cruz, 2001 & 
2006; Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983). Chicanas utilize testimonios by drawing upon the reflexive concepts 
of agency, subaltern, and native (Anzaldúa, 1999; Lomas, 1994; Pardo, 1998; Peréz, 1999; Reyes & 
	  18	  
Curry Rodriguez, 2012; Sandoval, 2000), in order to promote an embodied discourse that suggests 
that our “production of knowledge begins in the bodies of our mothers and grandmothers, in the 
acknowledgement of the critical practices of women of color before us” (Cruz, 2001, 658). By 
speaking from our embodied experiences, Chicana scholars illustrate the power of our bodies and of 
our tongues, which are frequently at odds with our academic pedigrees. “In this sense, the Chicana 
social agent insists on moving forward with the ways of knowing that will not only legitimize the 
narratives of the women in our own families, but also a movement toward standpoints that will 
challenge the censure of the brown body” (Cruz, 2001, 658). With (re)centering the narratives and 
experiences of the female brown body, Chicana scholars’ testimonios fight against being internal exiles 
(Anzaldúa, 1990) or diasporic bodies of internal colonialism by challenging dominant notions of 
who can construct knowledge (Latina Feminist Group, 2001). Testimonialistas then disrupt traditional 
academic ideas of who are considered producers of knowledge (Bernal et al., 2012, 365), and do so 
by purporting, researching, naming, and owning their own stories (Burciaga & Tavares, 2006; 
Delgado Bernal, 2008; Flores Carmona, 2010; Hurtado et al., 2008; Latina Feminist Group, 2001; 
Russel y Rodriguez, 2007; Turner, 2008). While speaking from your own tongue and body doesn’t 
necessarily seem as a revolutionary act, for testimonialistas it is a form of liberation—from the 
oppressive powers of the academy and of society. 	  
Further, testimonios are methodological interventions serving as a constant reminder that 
knowledge is saturated with the ghosts of our pasts, presents, and futures. Interventions and 
disruptions highlighting the spectral presence of oppressions that are both material and imaginary—
but always disciplining our bodies and stories. And in doing so, our testimonios courageously challenge 
what Roland Barthes (1999) would consider myths, dominant ideologies, which fragment our words 
and tongues; however, testimonios and testimonialistas (re)appropriate the fragmentation to (re)claim our 
histories and bodies to expose how certain narratives “serve to undermine and invalidate others” 
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(Cruz, 2001, 662). Thus, testimonios and testimonialistas utilize “tools of multiple sources and multiple 
ways of knowing….situating knowledge in the brown body [that] begins with the validation of the 
narratives of survival, transformation, and emancipation of our respective communities, reclaiming 
histories and identities. And in these ways we embody our theories” (Cruz, 2001, 668). Because the 
body prompts memory and language while building communities and coalitions, it is a perfect 
pedagogical tool to 1) (re)contextualize the self and the narratives that the self produces, and 2) 
remind us to acknowledge the locations in which our ‘selves’ travel to and from—the living 
contradictions that embody our experiences and inform our identities. As a methodology, testimonios 
not only “provide modes of analysis that are collaborative and attentive to myriad ways of knowing 
and learning in our communities” (Bernal, 2012, 364), but also embraces messy bodily texts as 
important sources of empowering marginalized peoples. 	  
 Yet for me, these explanations do not fully encapsulate the personal definitions testimonios 
that I hold. For me, I believe that testimonios help construct haunted affective geographies and are 
directly related to ghosts, haunting, and space.  As a form of re-leasing and re-living trauma, 
testimonios connect generations of displaced and disenfranchised communities and families across 
time and space (Bernal et al, 2012)—just like it connected me with the generations of my 
grandmother and great-grand aunt. Testimonios put into the real the emotions and pain that not only 
haunt but also construct how we perceive our families, homes, communities, and society. How we 
perceive and construct our ‘place’ in the present and the potential of belonging in the future. For me, 
testimonios serve both as the epistemologies of the brown body (Cruz, 2001) and the epistemologies 
of the borderlands (Perez, 1999). But not just physical bodies or physical borderlands, rather the 
spatial and spectral—the one’s that cannot be seen, only felt. With these bodies and borderlands, 
testimonios provide frameworks to how we assert our space in unwelcoming places such as the 
academy, home, and beyond. It is here, that bodies and borderlands—both as material and 
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imaginary—serve to make us stronger. And lastly for me, testimonios exist between the living world 
and the world beyond. With making known our stories, it is poignant to remember that our stories 
do not exist by themselves, and are instead interconnected to those who could not tell their stories 
previously. Whether from force, denial, self-censorship, embarrassment, shame, guilt, or blackmail, 
our stories illuminate the often painful experiences that we rather have remain in the margins of 
history. As such, our narratives and our testimonios belong to one another, from generation to 
generation, so that one day this story/my story will belong with a future great grand niece. My family 
story begins with a rape. Rape not only of a physical body, but that of my ‘homeland.’ Rape of a culture. Of knowledge 
that embraces me, and takes me back ‘home.’ But it does not end there. My testimonio will not let it end there. 	  
I am afraid to share these testimonios of myself and of my past. I know they will re-open old 
wounds that I have tried to heal. I know I will have to encounter and re-live traumas that I have 
actively forgotten. I am afraid to share these memories for what they will reveal to me, and about 
me. Yet I recognize, maybe like my grandmother recognized, that I am ready for these ghosts to be 
reawakened and come alive. I also know that I am in very good company: from women of color and 
indigenous feminists (Gloria Anzaldúa, Audre Lorde, Trinh Minh-ha, Cherrie Moraga, Leslie 
Marmon Silko, Paula Gunn Allen), queer scholars (Eve Sedgwick, Adrienne Rich, Cathy Cohen, 
Roderick Ferguson, Sarah Ahmed, Judith Halberstam), qualitative researchers (Norm Denzin, 
Bryant Keith Alexander, Claudio Moreira, Stacey Holman Jones, Mary Weems, Carolyn Ellis, Carol 
Rambo), and spatial scholars (Edward Soja, Doreen Massey, Iris Marion Young, Linda McDonald, 
Henri LeFebrve, Hommi Bhabba), I am situating my narrative within their scholarships that provide 
me the strength to not be a casualty, but a warrior of words (Lorde, 1984; Minh-ha, 1989). Locating 
my narrative in autoethnography I started to understand my place. A landscape where there was a 
possibility of belonging.  Since childhood, I’ve possessed a strong attraction to understanding social 
relations, cultural critique, the personal, and reflection. All of those days writing in my journal that I 
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bought from a school fundraiser, a journal with two kittens sitting in snow, a journal I hid from my 
family, I wrote my stories and experiences commenting on cultural phenomena that I could identify 
but not yet name. Hoping that one day it would all make sense. That one day I would make sense. 
That I would belong. Never realizing that it was my calling. 	  
Autoethnography called to me. And I finally answered.	  
I answered after years of denial and self-censorship. I answered in a last attempt at being a 
scholar and having an academic career. I answered to save my life. And it has. After years perfecting 
my theoretical analysis, I finally found the methodology to match. It was if after years of cooking, 
you perfect the recipe. As someone who was ‘grandma taught’ in the kitchen and instructed to never 
follow the directions, I have learned to cook from taste, feeling, and passion. This of course has 
resulted in some horrendous dishes. Too salty. Not enough salt. Too spicy. Bland. And then one 
day, one ordinary day, getting it all right. And when I paired my theoretical framework with 
autoethnography, it was like the day I finally perfected my grandma’s recipe for tortilla soup. All of 
the ingredients paired together, creating a beautiful and harmonious meal. Food for the soul. I finally 
felt that I could rest my fears, inhibitions, and apprehensions regarding my scholarship and place in 
the academy. Rather than moving backwards, and retracting into silence and shame, I could move 
forward knowing that I have a purpose. Knowing that there is a possibility of belonging.   	  
As Carolyn Ellis (2013) states, “the power of autoethnography [provides] an opening to 
honest and deep reflection about ourselves, our relationships with others, and how we live” (10).  
Autoethnography, although a recent development in the field of qualitative research, is an 
increasingly powerful and accepted method of inquiry, reflection, research, and criticism forming 
personal, vulnerable, and political responses to an array of social issues and relationships. Although 
frequently positioned and mislabeled as autobiography, autoethnography utilizes and centers the 
personal and personal experiences as a way into researching and creating a space that considers 
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“how we think, how we do research and relationships, and how we live” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 
21). Because the personal is at the foreground of autoethnography, it allows us to examine and 
critique cultural, social, and political practices and experiences. “As such, autoethnographic texts 
open the door to criticism that other ways of knowing do not” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 24). By 
embracing narrative, it requires the autoethnographer to live reflexively and interrogate “what we 
think and believe [by challenging] our own assumptions, asking over and over if we have penetrated 
as many layers of our own defenses, fears, and insecurities as our project requires” (Ellis, 2013, 10). 
Through re-thinking and re-vising our lives, we are omnipresent in the performance of writing and 
reading as we purposefully critique and engage cultural practices while contributing and situating 
ourselves in existing research. Additionally, by making our narratives known, autoethnography 
“embraces vulnerability with a purpose and creates a reciprocal relationship with audiences in order 
to compel a response” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 23-24). Vulnerability is both a major asset and 
cost of autoethnography as it opens ourselves to criticism from others—allowing ourselves to be 
wounded or attacked—but also highlights vulnerabilities that others may be experiencing in silence 
and shame (Holman Jones et al, 2013, 24). 	  
By foregrounding narratives, autoethnography nuances and complicates previous and 
current research trends via honoring positionality and the power of intersectionality. With putting 
the personal at the forefront, these qualitative formations maneuver through experiences that are 
sometimes too painful, embarrassing, or traumatic to discuss in other research paradigms; or are 
observed as “too personal” or taboo to discuss in the academy. Nevertheless, when these narratives 
want to be shared there needs to be a space for them—and autoethnography helps create this space, 
not only for the stories but also the storytellers (see part 1). Thus, autoethnography creates an 
affective landscape that embraces the epiphanies, pain, and haunting that authors encounter in their 
everyday practices and lives. 	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Testimonio and autoethnography share many intersecting commonalities. From frequently 
being mislabeled as memoir or autobiography to embracing vulnerability and that the personal is 
political, testimonio and autoethnography are two complementary methodologies—especially for this 
project and area of inquiry. It wasn’t random that I am putting the two into conversation with one 
another, as I feel they are different sides of the same coin. For instance, both differ from 
autobiography and memoir by involving the reader “in a critical reflection of their personal 
experience within particular sociopolitical realities” and also “transcends descriptive discourse to one 
that is more performative in that the narrative simultaneously engages the personal and collective 
aspects of identity formation, while translating choices, silences, and ultimately identities” (Bernal et 
al., 2012, 364). In doing so, both challenge traditional academic definitions of objectivity and truth, 
as the subjective is the heart of the method. But this isn’t to say that this isn’t scholarship, rather I 
contest (as I believe other testimonialistas and autoethnographers would agree) that this research 
accesses subjects and issues that traditional social science would not be able to either 1) engage with, 
or 2) understand the complexities facing certain social, cultural, and political systems of power. By 
writing with purpose and participating in a legacy of reflexive narratives, these forms of scholarship 
help me comprehend the affective qualities of home, belonging, haunting, and trauma. Such a 
personal project requires personal methodologies. 	  
Celebrating mi Dia de los Muertos	  
Survival, as Audre Lorde (1984) comments, “is not an academic skill…It is learning how to take 
our difference and make them strengths. For the master’s tools will never dismantle the master’s house” (as 
cited in Minh-ha, 1989, 80. Italics in original text). Survival runs through my veins. It fosters an 
inherent sense of urgency. A fluidity of endurance. It shows, to me, the importance of speaking 
from the wounds in our mouths (Weems, 2003), and the dislocations in our bodies. To create our 
own affective geographies and possibilities of belonging. To share the embodied knowledge 
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stemming from theories of the flesh, our testimonios. To write from the tongue and to share our 
wounds. For if we, our bodies and minds, are erased and silenced, who then will speak for us if we 
cannot speak for ourselves? Who then will tell our stories? Who will love our ghosts and honor our 
traumas? 	  
This is a political project as much as it is an intellectual project. A project that demonstrates 
that narratives and testimonios are the great instructors of our time. That they are the key to unlocking 
the traumas of our pasts. And that our fight to survive, our fight to exist, our fight to be heard and 
listened to, exists in every bone and word in our body. I am finally ready to move beyond the 
shadows of silence—beyond the passive role of bystander—and to accept my future and place as a 
woman, warrior, and writer (Hong Kingston, 1975; Minh-ha, 1989). I am ready to share my ghost 
stories. 	  
I struggle to find the words	  
To name	  
To locate	  
To identify	  
The memories of pain, suffering, abandonment, and loss.	  	  
I struggle to dig	  
For the flashes of memory	  
Long buried	  
In the shallows of consciousness	  	  
The flashes of	  
Lives I once	  
Lived	  
That I continue to live	  
in the shadows	  
Behind the confident smile	  
I have learned to practice and perfect.	  
Behind the air of confidence	  
I have fostered	  
and perform for all.	  	  
I have long tried to forget the pain	  
to now only	  
re-live it.	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  This dissertation investigates testimonio as means for interpreting the body and home as 
affective geographies. Deploying a theoretical framework I describe as ‘spectral testimonios’, I 
contend that testimonios are a form of ghost stories that reveal the ways minority groups have socially 
and symbolically “disappeared” from mainstream society. Testimonios refer to the ways Latino/a 
families and other marginalized communities of color talk about their personal encounters with 
death as though they had vanished or perished, though they are still alive.  For many Latinas, the 
American education system is "haunted" by absences of those who found other ways to learn, and 
yet their memories of an alternative better life is spoken like a premature death. Marking an 
intervention in Latina/o Studies, Communication Studies, and Hauntology studies, I recognize that 
these are more than family oral histories, but indeed ghost stories. With this new theoretical 
framework, I document how the notion of ‘belonging’ is both material (objects, things, products) 
and spatial (identity, positionality, placement), but always haunted. To elucidate the unfixed 
relationship between material and spatial, I forefront two major signifiers of belonging for many 
people: the body and the home. For marginalized and displaced peoples, their sense of belongings is 
always haunted since have been historically excluded from an original home-space and many are 
believed to lack material possession, especially of their own bodies. Through the methodology of 
autoethnography, I probe the ways themes of home and body are interconnected through personal 
lived experience and narrative practices such as testimonios. This interdisciplinary project has two 
main objectives, one disciplinary and the other methodological. The first is to draw attention to 
autoethnography as an innovative approach for studying issues of home/body, especially to 
disciplinary fields that typically investigate these issues such as geography, communications, 
education, and diaspora studies, but which tend to ignore the “affective” elements of belonging over 
the material. The second is methodological insofar as my critical work is in conversation with diverse 
intellectual formations such as queer theory, Latina/o studies, women of color and indigenous 
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feminisms, and ethnic studies. Autoethnography has been used before to study subjugated or 
scattered histories but deployed in heteronormative fashion that merely re-centers bodily integrity 
and an ancestral located sense of home. I bring out the disparate, contradictory, and virtual nature of 
this body and home through narrative constructions that are fluid and indeterminate. In calling 
attention to personal and collective belongings in their pluralistic and phenomenological character, I 
recognize how affective geographies are both tied to lived traumas but also those immaterial ghostly 
forms of oppression, intimacy, and kinship which continue to demarcate the unstable liminal lives of 
subaltern subjects.  
Haunted belongings is comprised of six parts and a conclusion. Each part begins with a 
vignette, a ghost story if you want to call it, which provides the scene for the chapter and introduces 
you to a specific ghost that I live with. These vignettes illustrate a life epiphany that impacts the rest 
of the narrative in that section, as well as constructs the landscape for future narratives. In part one, 
Spectral landscapes: Autoethnography as methodology, I present a brief literature review on women of color 
and indigenous feminisms, queer of color critique, and spatial theory. Additionally I provide a brief 
genealogy of autoethnography, by mapping the current trends and controversies surrounding the 
field as well as locating my place within it—naming my contributions and projecting my predictions 
for the future. In this section I also speak to my writing style as a form of my methodology. In part 
two, (Re)animated pasts: Diasporic visions of longing and belonging , I explore the notions of family and 
fragmentation, especially with respect to the conditions of belonging. I investigate the haunting 
memory of my parents separation and stories that marked my body as a raced. The body 
marginalized by race cannot find its home, for it is made not at home by mainstream discourses and 
power structures. I continue on this trajectory in part three. 	  
  In part three, Dislocated poltergeists: Traveling and communicating with the dead, I develop the notion 
of fragmentation in terms of spatial dislocation. We are often haunted by fantasy spaces, and these 
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phantasmic spaces are where we first come to terms with the notion of belonging in space. I explore 
this through early memories of friendship, dislocation, and abandonment. In part four, Pale as a ghost: 
Performing and re-presenting (in)visibility in academia, I explore how we become spectral bodies in the 
academy, bodies that are no longer at home. Here, the notion of conditions of belonging become 
particularly salient as I struggle to put into words my epistemological displacement. Just as ghosts are 
made by an unfinished discourse and can only be released from the home, which is no longer theirs 
when they are able to enter a new space, I try to imagine a space that can free my silenced voice. In 
part five, When the dead come calling: Narratives of bodily trauma and temporality, I speculate on the 
resurrected body—the body that lives after death. In other words, what is the configuration of the 
body after it passes through death, and what is its relation to the ghost that remains and to its 
testimonio. In part six, Haunted homes: Home as narrative imaginary, I theorize what home, belonging, and 
testimonio means for me. Putting into conversation Audre Lorde, Claudio Moreira, Terry Tempest 
Williams and others, I piece together a theoretical intervention regarding home. Lastly in the 
conclusion, Beyond/Between: The possibility of belonging and coming home, I finish the project through 
conceptualizing the future. The conditions of possibility I map for myself through symbolic and 
geographic spaces of belonging, home, and affect.  	  
*****	  
This is not an exorcism. I am not ridding myself of my ghosts, of my traumatic possession. 
Rather, I am embracing my possession, so that I may converse with the specters of dislocation and 
displacement. So that I may find my place, my home—in my self, in my family, and in the academy. 
So that I may create my own affective landscape where I belong. Where my testimonio actively locates 
and shapes this geography. It is here that I acknowledge that I am a storyteller. I have inherited this 
gift from my grandma. My tongue is an extension of her tongue. My voice grows strong from her 
voice. And here I am, ready to share my narrative. Accepting the fear involved in this project, I am 
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naming the screaming silences, the ghosts, which I have faced for too long.  After years of shame. 
After years of pain. After years of silence. My words, full of the affective realities of both the past 
and present, will conjure the ability to name the unknown (Gordon, 2008). I am ready to name my 
ghosts. To live with and beside them. To share my own ghost stories of haunted belongings. 
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Part I	  	  
Spectral landscapes: 	  
Autoethnography as methodology	  	  
	  	  
I sat in the chair nervously waiting for my turn. Steadily breathing in and out, 
my body begins to calm and relax. I’ve been through this before. Don’t be so nervous. I know 
it won’t hurt. But it does. And my body knows. It starts to stiffen, preparing for the 
trauma—the trauma that I choose to enact against it. I exhale. Focusing on the rock 
n’ roll playing from the iPod, trying my hardest not to give notice to the zipping of 
the gun. I hear Suzy’s voice, “you are going to do fine… I won’t hurt a bit.” A little 
white lie that she has told me time and time again. She has already prepared my 
forearm for the procedure. She asks, “you sure about the placement?” and I nod my 
head accordingly. I’m ready. The zipping of the gun becomes louder, but I don’t take 
notice as the adrenaline has finally rushed through my veins. I’m zen. I’m calm. I’m 
steady. “See it doesn’t hurt at all,” she says. I haven’t even noticed the needle edging in and 
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out of my flesh. Carving out a new space. Preparing the permanent wound. “This is my 
fifth one, I should be used to this now,” I jokingly respond to Suzy. “Don’t worry, 
everyone gets tense once the needle is about to go in. What you should most be 
worried about is the design. And who is tattooing you. That sh*t’s permanent, ya 
know?” she says to comfort me. But, I am not worried about who is tattooing me. 
I’ve known her for years. She is my tattoo artist. Using my skin to create permanent 
art—permanent narratives of the flesh. Using my body to tell my story, my journey 
of experiences. I have full trust in her. 	  
But what I am not worried most about is the design. I’ve known for years 
what I’ve wanted. I’ve known a lifetime what I’ve wanted. Even prior to some of the 
other tattoos that I have. Yet, for so long, I couldn’t name this tattoo. I couldn’t 
imagine or design it. But it was screaming from my head to be birthed. It wasn’t until 
graduate school that it’s conception would be finalized. It wasn’t until I came across 
the image of Gloria Anzaldúa’s (1991) drawing of Con los ojos y la lengua-pluma en 
la mano izquierda (With eyes and tongue-pen in the left hand) that I began to 
imagine and reimagine this tattoo. Its purpose. Its place. Its soul. And so I decided 
on the image of a quill. Not just of any quill—a quill where the ink begins from the 
blood of my veins on my right wrist. My writing hand. 	  
It is July 2011. My now fifth out of six tattoos is completed against my 
grandmother’s wishes. She always imagined me, especially as the first-born 
grandchild, to be the role model for the rest of my generation: perfect grades, varsity 
athlete, professor-in-the-making, etc. Tattoos were a far cry from that image. “No 
one will want to marry you. No one will want to hire you. You will regret it.” I 
remembered her words while sitting in the tattoo chair while hearing the high-
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pitched zip of the needle about to pierce my flesh. I can hear her words now. She would 
say, “ladies do not have tattoos”—even though almost every woman in my family 
has a tattoo. But my body was different in her eyes. My possibilities were endless. I 
had to remain perfect. Void of any flaw. Any tattoos were huge flaws in her eyes. 
And yet, I love them. They are a part of me. No one, not even my grandmother, can 
say differently. 	  
And so I sat there. Watching the needle map my body. Watching as my 
blood mixed with the permanent ink. Breathing steadily as the waves of adrenaline 
flowed through every cell. I look one last time at my blank, empty, forearm. Never 
again to be void. Closing my eyes, I picture my new skin. The fluid lines. The 
splatter. The point in which it touches my veins. I will love it. I know I will. 	  
Now, tattoos are painful. Some more than others. It depends on the 
placement of the body. The design. The size. Some tattoos can be completed in one 
session. Others take days, months, even years to complete. Yet, the body can handle only 
so much pain. Ironically, this tattoo, the quill, wasn’t as painful as I had imagined it. 
The lines of the feathers and stem were a breeze. But, when Suzy began to etch in 
the ink splatter next to the veins close to my wrist, the pain was almost unbearable. 
The blood wanted to take over and silence the tattoo needle. But in the pain, was 
also relief. Knowing that my idea was being birthed. Knowing that my story was 
being told. Knowing that the silence was being broken. I think of the words of 
Johnny Deep, who so eloquently said, “My body is my journal, and my tattoos are 
my story” and how for me personally, my tattoos are the roadmap back to my past. 	  
  They are a part of my narrative.	  
They are a part of me.	  
They are a part of my ghosts.	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Anzaldua (1991) states, “La lengua, the tongue, has to do with speaking, with, writing and 
communication. But it’s not enough to understand, and it’s not enough to write and communicate. 
You have to do something about it, which is activism, being engaged, and that’s la mano izquierda, the 
left hand” (30).  This tattoo, my tattoo, wasn’t just ink on my flesh. It was my flesh. My theory of the flesh. 
A theory that didn’t use words, but experience, to illustrate the importance of life. A theory that 
mapped former ghosts, traumas, and memories to craft a space of emotion, affect, feeling, and 
healing. A critical reflection of former and future self. My flesh.  A cellar holding histories and 
inconvenient truths (Hill, 2012). A rich, multilayered text, an embodied text, working across multiple 
genres and multiple points of view (Denzin, 2012, ix). My flesh. A site and space for transformative 
power and liberation. 	  
I had to act.	  
Mi lengua was ready to tell her narrative, her testimonio.  
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Autoethnography as Methodology  
Autoethnography called to me. And I finally answered back.	  
Autoethnography led me back to myself (Moriera, 2008). It led me back home. To a 
knowledge deep inside myself. That had long been forgotten. That had long been silenced. That had 
long been dismayed as illegitimate. A knowledge that was feverishly labeled a bastard of academic 
scholarship. The personal. The subjective. The fragmented. In the academy we crave completed projects and 
products. Our writing and research must be whole. But often times we live chaotic and fragmented 
lives. Having to remove ourselves from our scholarship in order to appear as legitimate. Often in 
these spaces I have felt like an impostor. Never able to excuse myself from subjectivity. And so I 
learned to write and speak like them— my ‘well read’ peers, the mostly dead white male scholars we 
read, my instructor. I was a traitor to myself. To my soul. To my heart. I reflect back on those times. 
Sickness. Depression. Anxiety. Of never being good enough. Of never being accepted. And I 
wouldn’t be. I know that now. I should’ve dropped out of graduate school, but something kept 
telling me to persist. To remember myself. To remember my story. 	  
And then I found autoethnography. I found it through the works and ideas from women of color 
and indigenous feminists, of spatial theorists, and of queer of color critique scholars. I discovered it 
through the cracks of sentences, and in the spaces of words. The second-meaning, the code-
switched, language of scholarship. Scholarship and discourse created and birthed from people who 
fought for their place in the ivory halls of the university. Fought because, like I, were never thought 
to be included in the first place. But here were their words. Here were their stories. 	  
Autoethnography serves as a vehicle to acknowledge my pain. To move beyond the rage and 
guilt that silence and twist my tongue. In these moments of survival, I am motivated to produce. To 
leave a legacy. I remind myself of the words of Bryant Keith Alexander (2005), “I am exploring and 
sometimes exposing my own vulnerability…as a method of both understanding self and other, self 
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as other…that seek to transform the social and cultural conditions under which I live and labor” 
(433). This is where autoethnography comes to heal me. Not to fade my scars. But to make them 
visible. To make them beautiful. That imperfection is beauty. Autoethnography allows me to tell my 
story, to speak for myself. But it is “more than an arrogant pursuit to ‘give voice’” and more than 
attempt to validate or be validated (Hill, 2012, 50). Rather, autoethnography resists silence. It serves 
as a method to share and show our stories. Not just to tell them. By bridging and sharing our 
perspectives, memories, and experiences, we open and create a transformative and powerful space, 
lens, and forum to connect with others. To be human and humane. As people we crave stories 
(Wanner, 1994). “Human beings learn and grow in their ability to deal with the world when they 
participate imaginatively in experience shaped by art” (Wanner, 1994, 15). 	  
Autoethnography is art.	  
Autoethnography as art.	  
Our words, our stories, as autoethnographers paint and show the world for what it is and what it 
isn’t. It connects us to ourselves, our bodies, our identities, and most importantly to the world and 
people around us. It allows us to make sense and to conceptualize/contextualize how self and 
culture co-create complex social lives, our histories, and geographic conditions. Our words, our 
stories, show how lived experience can be understood in the larger contexts of family, community 
and history. Our words, our stories, “give name to those ideas which as nameless and formless, 
about to be birthed, but are already felt” (Lorde, 1984, 36). Our words, our stories, offer ‘places of 
possibility’—a borderland in a sense—to create an opening for change; an opening for “alternative 
ways of knowing and being. They have survived and grown strong through the darkness within 
ourselves. Through them we have learned to respect those hidden sources of our power from where 
the knowledge and, therefore, lasting action comes” (Lorde, 1984, 37).  This is the action that mi lengua 
craves. It is not enough to write or to communicate. You must be heard. You must break the silence. 
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In putting this silence into action, autoethnography transforms our silences into power. And it is 
here, where our narrative theories make sense of the world. It is here that people create culture and 
abide by it because of the stories they tell. It is here where we begin to understand ourselves. 	  
Such are the insights of autoethnography (Fisher, 1989; Bruner, 1990; Ochs, 1997). 
Narratives tell cultural stories and are responsible for creating the relationships that we share 
(Bochner, 2002; Bochner, et al. 1997; Gergen & Gergen, 1987; Langellier, 1989; Maines, 1993; 
Orbuch, 1997; Ricoeur, 1981). And out of these narrative theories, develops autoethnographic 
methodology. Although I have briefly introduced autoethnography in my introduction, and have 
illuminated some of its facets in the previous paragraphs, I want to take the time out and fully give 
credit where credit is due in terms of the impetus for this project. Compared to what other social 
scientists or empirical researchers may label autoethnography (AE), it is not a weak methodology 
whose only focus is to serve as a venue for the author to speak about themselves. Rather it is a rich 
and discursive method that has a history, key characteristics, and formidable future ahead of itself.  
In terms of studying and writing in the field of communication, AE is an ideal methodology as it 
does not treat communication as an object, but rather as a “process of consisting of sequences of 
interactions, and studying these sequences and performances is itself a dynamic, communicative 
activity” (Bochner, 2013, 52). As such, AE pursues a, 	  
“…more personal, collaborative, performative, and interactive mode of research, one 
centered on the question of how human experience is endowed with meaning and on 
the moral and ethical choices we face as human beings who live in an uncertain and 
changing world” (Bochner, 2013, 52). 	  
Due to this key purpose, AE opens a space allowing research to be both scientific and spiritual 
(Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013, 58), and expands current understanding and definitions of what 
constitutes ethnography. By doing so, it challenges the notion that ‘scientific’ equates to ‘separate’ as 
	  40	  
well as the definitions of 1) ‘researcher’ and the ‘researched’; 2) Self and Other(s); 3) ‘Observer’ and 
the ‘Observed’ and 4) ‘personal’ and ‘academic’ (Anderson and Glass-Coffin, 2013). As such, AE 
disrupts normative values and actions of research practices (Diversi &Moreira, 2010; Ellis, 2009; 
Ellis & Bochner, 2000; Richardson, 2009), thus forming an “alternative to theory-driven, empiricist 
social science” (Bochner, 2013, 53). With this call for action, AE weaves together a multilayered 
arena where rich genres of writing and research come together to connect the personal with the 
social and cultural, in order to better understand “issues of being” (Bochner, 2013) via reflection, 
dialogue, and embodied inquiry. “Whereas empiricist social science fuels an appetite for abstraction, 
facts, and control, autoethnography feeds a hunger for details, meanings, and peace of mind” 
(Bochner, 2013, 53). Put frankly, AE strives to better comprehend the social realities of everyday 
living and social phenomena while using the researcher(s)’ personal experience as primary data. 	  
 While autoethnography can appear to be nebulous, with multiple forms and faces 
(performative, individual, interpretive, collaborative, etc.) there are key characteristics that run across 
the board and define the methodology. As Stacy Holman Jones, Tony Adams, and Carolynn Ellis 
(2013) outline, there are five aims of autoethnography that carve out the method:	  
1) Disrupting norms of research practice and representation; 
2) Working from insider knowledge; 
3) Maneuvering through pain, confusion, anger, and uncertainty and making life better; 
4) Breaking silence/(re)claiming voice and writing to write; and  
5) Making work accessible (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 32).  
All of these aims help benefit not only the field of research and academic scholarship, but also the 
researcher too. I personally can attest to all five facets within my own work. For instance, with their 
first point of disrupting norms of research practice and representation, there would not be the space to write 
this project in the academy without autoethnography, as the subjective is frequently positioned as 
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inappropriate in the academy. Nonetheless, the subjective/ the personal, are at the forefront of AE. 
This is research that “makes life cone alive” (Walker, 2009, 26)—research that isn’t necessarily 
captured by traditional and conventional scholastic forms of measurement (surveys, detached 
observation, interviews, etc.). By engaging the personal, we move beyond the impersonal/the 
objective, asserting that it fails to account for “ intuitive leaps, false starts, mistakes, loose ends, and 
happy accidents that comprise the investigative experience” (Ronai, 1995, 421). Instead, AE 
showcases and articulates the complex processes and events that occur in the research process—
process that are often silenced or pushed away to the footnotes of social science research 
publications. However, this does not mean that AE does not engage in ‘academic’ disciplinarity. No. 
We have a different set of rules that we abide by: 1) Purposefully commenting on/critiquing of 
culture and cultural practices; 2) Making contributions to existing research; 3) Embracing 
vulnerability with purpose; and 4) Creating a reciprocal relationship with audiences in order to 
compel a response. These rules diverge autoethnography from autobiography. Anyone can write 
about their experiences.  But AE constantly engages in self-reflexivity to nuance relationships 
between cultural phenomena and cultural practices. As Norm Denzin (1997) states, it is the  
“ethnographic gaze inward on the self (auto), while maintaining the outward gaze of ethnography, 
looking at the larger context where self experiences occur” (217). This is what makes us different 
from both traditional standards of research and autobiography—we constantly seek to show, not tell, 
how events and experiences are constructed. As such, this doesn’t mean our research is better than 
traditional research methods or autobiography, but rather it opens alternative spaces and approaches 
for studying cultural experience (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 33). 	  
 Moving on to the second key characteristic, working from insider knowledge, this element 
highlights the critical use of personal experience to construct and nuance social and cultural 
critiques, relationships, and phenomena that in certain situations are too taboo to be passed through 
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IRBs. Working from insider knowledge affords authors to draw upon memories, experiences, and 
events that offer vivid descriptions and insights of day-to-day lived moments. By working from such 
intimate knowledge, autoethnographers illuminate areas of topics that detached observers could not 
touch—topics such as abuse, (sexual, physical, emotional), eating disorders, alcoholism, addict, 
cancer, etc. As such this knowledge help address “questions that would be hard to obtain through 
conventional research methods” (Philaretou & Allen, 2006, 67). Hence, insider knowledge reveals 
cultural practices and experiences that are not so easy to explain in typical scholastic research. It 
outlines points of views, perspectives, and beliefs within contexts that are not accessible to all. In 
doing so, insider knowledge maps out geographies of the self—corporeal cartographies—that carve 
out landscapes of contexts, realities, and experiences and formulate an invested description.	  
 Nevertheless, there are also complications with this key characteristic—that being that 
insider knowledge forms a “definitive I” or “authoritative I” in the construction of the narrative. To 
expand on this point, I turn to Norm Denzin’s (2014) second edition of Interpretative Ethnography. Just 
as context is critical to insider knowledge, context also impacts knowledge production based upon 
the lens and perspective utilized to form this knowledge. What I mean here is that “the world and 
the subject are textual constructions” and that “language and speech do not mirror experience; 
rather they create representations of experience (Denzin, 2014, 36-37).” As such, voice, which is so 
often partnered with insider knowledge, is often placed on a pedestal representing truth and 
authority—when in fact voice is construction of the experience. This isn’t to say that insider 
knowledge or voice are not valuable. Rather, we need to move ourselves away from the 
unproblematic reliance on voice, presence, and experience (Denzin, 2014, 38), as illustrated that 
multiple perspectives exist within the same experience, and acknowledge that identities, bodies, and 
perspectives are always in motion, changing, and shifting—allowing for gaps that cannot be 
accounted for. This is the heart of subjectivity. That there cannot be an authoritative voice in 
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subjectivity, because it goes against what subjectivity is: messy, fragmented, temporal. And because 
there is no simple telling or retelling of a lived experience (Denzin, 2014, 40), we must interrogate 
and think of experience and voice in this way that destabilizes the author’s authority. What I am 
saying is that no voice is the voice of authority. I am not outside of ideology. I am the ethnographer 
of myself. And as an auto-ethnographer, I am subject to the same shortcomings of an ethnographer 
with regard to the what is being written about, even when those people are the persons I’ve been. 
An autoethnography is but a narrative. It isn’t better than other narratives because it comes from an 
“insider” position. It’s one among many narratives. All useful if you know how to read them. And as 
a result, we shouldn’t fall into the binary of insider/outsider knowledge which this characteristic 
tends to place us in. 	  
 Transitioning to the third key characteristic, moving through the pain and confusion, is a 
characteristic that has helped both this project and myself in ways that words cannot justify. For so 
long, I could not write. Not because I had nothing to say, but because the rage and the guilt blocked 
the words from coming out of my mouth. And instead of acknowledging the pain that I held on for 
so long, I denied it. Denied it until I had no voice and lived in silence. However, the day came when 
the silences started to scream, and I could no longer deny their existence. I started to write. Write 
because I didn’t know what else to do. This act of writing, was an extension of my body. As if my 
body knew that in order to heal, I had to birth the words. I had to speak mine and their silences. 
This is one of the hearts of autoethnography. Experiences are not so cut and dry, or black and white 
(Mingé, 2013). They are complex, shifting, and messy. It takes time to unpack and understand the 
issues at hand. Issues that make us feel that our words are falling apart. Rather than ignoring these 
difficult emotions, AE lets us channel these power affects into our writing in order to “figure out life 
and write though difficult experiences” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 35). Not only does this help heal 
the author, but also share and connect with readers who may be experiencing the same or similar 
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difficult experience, once again illustrating the power of experience and that the personal is political. 
Autoethnography isn’t a one-way street, where we only focus on ourselves or our own pain, 
confusion, frustration, or anger. Instead, “we see an explicit and intentional directedness toward 
others, either through the offering of insight that might help those who relate to a person’s 
experience or in a desire for others to bear witness to particular struggles” (Holman Jones et al., 
2013, 35). Thus, writing is both cathartic for the author and the audience. We all have difficult 
moments in our lives—from divorce, death, depression, eating disorders, stillborn births and 
miscarriages, discrimination, abandonment, etc., -- and in these moments it is so easy to break down 
and hide from them. But it is also in these moments that we realize we are not victims, we are not 
alone. We are all but stories (King, 2003), and these stories it what connects us to one another, to 
our pasts, our presents, and our futures. 	  
 Similar to insider knowledge (point 2), breaking silence/(re)claiming voice and writing to write, allows 
us as autoethnographers to understand hidden and sensitive topics that are often understudied, 
silent, and/or erased in traditional research. With engaging in personal texts and narratives, authors 
utilize ‘me-search’ or ‘my-story’ to tear down silences often constructed by individuals and society 
that subvert and subjugate experiences. In doing so, these stories and experiences are reclaimed—
giving power and life to their presence. This can be done by illuminating experience “as the unfold 
within cultures and cultural practices” (Holman Jones et al., 2013, 35), thus making the author and 
the audience re-think taken for granted cultural experiences, and to promote social change (Ellis, 
2009, Fox, 2010, Simon, 2003). The explicit goal of this characteristic is to “go against the current 
social order” (DeLeon, 2010, 409) and to enact change, whether it is for reclaiming the past or 
forging a new future. 	  
 Moving to the last characteristic, making work accessible, this is one of my favorite 
characteristics of autoethnography. As explained in this project, I have learned the tongue—the 
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language—of the academy. However, for many years I have felt that this language is elitist, 
inaccessible, jargon-ladden, obtuse and insular (See Martinez, 2013, Tongue tied). Although I engaged 
in this language to play the game and be included in classrooms, I always thought at what cost? What 
is the price we pay as scholars for making our scholarship and research only accessible to a few? 
Why must I be made to write so that my communities and families cannot understand? Why must I 
split my tongue in two? Autoethnography helped me heal my mouth wound (Weems, 2003) and 
speak from my own tongue. To speak from my heart and my experience. And that is to not say that 
our work is not intellectual or anti-theoretical. No. Rather, we purport and create alternative spaces 
allowing for various genres and styles to be engaged and utilized in order to ensure our scholarship’s 
accessibility to a variety of audiences. We work diligently to connect with others on multiple levels 
of understanding and comprehension. And as such, autoethnographers may evoke poetry, prose, 
performance, visual arts, film, dance, etc., to illustrate the different ways of knowing and relating. 
This is what makes our work different. Not to write just for the academy, or to write just to be 
published. But to comment and commit to social and cultural critiques. And as such, our writing has 
to be different in order breakdown the walls of the ivory tower. Our writing has to transcend 
traditional academic language and words. 	  
 With all of these different elements—ingredients for food for thought-- the end products of 
these inquiries can greatly vary. From poetry and performative scripts, to research reports and 
theoretical literature interventions, the final autoethnographic creation depends on the author(s)’ site 
of inquiry, use of data, and writing style. For instance, “autoethnographic data can be gathered in a 
variety of ways: recalling, collecting artifacts and documents, interviewing others, analyzing self, 
observing self, and reflecting on issues pertaining to the research topic” (Chang, 2013, 113).  
Surprisingly, these forms of data collection are not unlike other qualitative research data collection, 
especially with regards to ethnography. However, the ways in which autoethnographers frame their 
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interrogative lens and process these forms of data vary greatly compared to traditional 
ethnographers. Because AE’s focus is the personal, there is a level of vulnerability, visibility, and 
reflexivity, and engagement that is not present in most forms of ethnography, thus creating a clear 
departure. Furthermore, there is a “methodological openness” (Anderson & Glass-Cohen, 2013, 64) 
that also diverges autoethnography from ethnography. This openness can be in the form of 
experimentation, improvising, changing their method, utilizing multiple forms of data, and of course 
how they write and present their findings. As a result of this methodological openness and lack of 
objectivity, there is constant risk of rejection by the academy, publishers, and by readers. Instead of 
lengthy ‘methods’ sections typical in academic articles, autoethnography tends to “blend 
methodological description into the narrative of the text, if in fact it addresses methodological issues 
explicitly at all” (Anderson & Glass-Cohen, 2013, 65). With constant non-conformity to academic 
standards, there is a challenge to prove scholastic rigor in the eyes of traditional social scientists. But 
these risks are valuable as they help negotiate and change the current face of what is deemed 
appropriate and respectable research, in addition to forging new directions for the humanities and 
social sciences (Anderson & Glass-Coffin, 2013). 	  
 Although the term “auto-ethnography” was first employed in the vocabulary of the social 
sciences 1970s (Hayano, 1979), AE is blossoming and expanding in a variety of disciplines beyond 
communication and anthropology, to such fields as religious studies, education, gender and women’s 
studies, critical race studies, ethnic studies, American studies, social work, sociology, performing 
arts—the list goes on. With these new directions and inclusions in the field, also lie continuities and 
ruptures. There are some continuities that have existed since the field birthed from representational 
identity politics and activism in the 1970s and 1980s, such as the importance of social identities, 
identity politics, and reflexivity—that the personal is political (Adams, 2011; Bornstein, 2012; 
Boylorn 2006; Brown & William White, 2010; Newton, 2000; Pelias, 2011; White &Pugh, 1998). 
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Neverthless, there are new directions emerging in the field. One of these directions that directly 
relates to my own work, is the inclusion of queer theory. In their 2011 article, Telling stories: Reflexivity, 
queer theory, and autoethnography, Stacey Holman Jones and Tony Adams lay out a foundation bridging 
autoethnography with queer theory. They argue that both queer theory and AE disrupt normative 
and traditional research practices, utilize innovative ways to research and write (i.e. performance, 
confessions, personal narratives, etc.), treat identities as fluid and constantly changing, serve as 
discursive sites for ideological agents for change, and commit to reflexivity (Adams & Holman 
Jones, 2011, 110). In addition to these commonalities, Adams and Holman Jones illuminate how 
queer theory and AE may potentially be the ying to each other’s yang. For instance, while AE is 
often criticized for being too impractical and atheoretical, queer theory on the other hand is 
frequently positioned as dense and difficult to understand. But on other issues, both AE and queer 
theory share the same pitfalls: AE has been criticized for being colonialist, narcissistic, patriarchal, 
and available to those established in their careers (Anderson, 2006; Buzard, 2003; Gingrich 
Philbrook, 2005). Simultaneously, queer theory is often considered to be White, Western, and 
elitist—sentiments that I share. Now while I appreciate Holman Jones and Adams for raising 
awareness with these critiques and their responses to these critiques1, I am also not so sure about 
their answers. While it is necessary to acknowledge the lack of people of color and diverse 
experiences in queer theory, it simply is not enough. More needs to be done if queer theory is 
supposed to be an ally with AE—especially since AE’s primary focus is social identities and personal 
experience. As such, I propose a new direction for AE: the use and inclusion of Queer of Color 
Critique (which I will explain in a later section). While queer of color critique did emerge from queer 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  1In their article, Holman Jones and Adams respond to the critiques that they raise by addressing the need of valuing 
more reflexivity in research. Particularly, how queer theorists are reconfiguring “queer identities and queer theory to 
signal, signify, and sound the concerns of diverse subjects and subjectivities on questions of race, ethnicity, class, sex, 
desire, gender, and ability” (Holman Jones & Adams, 2011,111). Nonetheless, there is no acknowledgement that queer 
theorists of color have been doing this for generations. That it appears to be a “new” direction in queer theory, when in 
fact it is not (please see later section on Queer of Color Critique). 	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theory, there exists stark differences in the two approaches. This is where I am forging new 
directions in AE. By utilizing queer of color critique, it is opens up new discursive arenas in 
autoethnography to include other theoretical frameworks such as women of color and indigenous 
feminisms and spatial theory. It is my hope that my project will serve as an example for this new 
direction and rupture. 	  
 It is here. This new rupture. This new direction. That I lay out my own foundational allies to 
autoethnography. While in my heart of hearts , I appreciate and acknowledge all of the openness and 
support autoethnography affords to me in my own scholarship, there are also silences and gaps that 
need to be addressed. These silences include the intersection between bodies, space, and identity. As 
such, it is through the theoretical frameworks of women of color and indigenous feminisms, queer 
of color critique, and spatial theory that I weave together my own assembled methodology that 
speaks not only to these silences, but also to my own experiences. Experiences that I know are not I 
am not alone in experiencing. Experiences that need for their silences to be broken. It is here. 
Where I forge my theory of the flesh. 	  
Theoretical Frameworks	  
As previously mentioned, I was introduced to authethnography through the ideas and words 
of women of color and indigenous feminism, spatial theory, and queer of color critique. Through 
these words. Through these ideas. Gave birth and served as an impetus to continue in the academy, 
and to pursue a methodology that I now know to be as autoethnography. Without this initial 
support and theoretical food for thought, I would not have been as confident to change my 
dissertation topic nor feel comfortable writing its personal context. It is in the following paragraphs 
that I share brief backgrounds of each theoretical framework that not only enhances my scholarship, 
but also serves both as my frame of reference in everyday life and experiences, and an intervention 
within autoethnography. 	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…..I have always had an affinity towards and for theory. Just as bell hooks (1994) writes, 	  
“I came to theory because I was hurting—the pain within me was so intense that I 
could no longer go on living. I came to theory desperate, wanting to comprehend—
to grasp what was happening around and within me. Most importantly, I wanted to 
make the hurt go away. I saw in theory then a location for healing” (59). 	  	  
Since I was a child, I have loved theory. Maybe not the theory we are taught as theory in 
schools—inaccessible, abstract, dense and written for primarily privileged White men—but theory 
that I daily witnessed. Theories of racism. Theories of sexism and homophobia. Theories of 
discrimination. Theories of intersectionality. Yet, as an adult, I had learned to hate theory. Theory 
made me feel as if I did not belong in the classroom. Theory silenced my voice. Who am I to speak 
back? Who am I to talk out of my place?  Yet, the same love I had for theory as a child still burned inside 
of me. I was not ready to give up on my first love. 	  
 It was at the University of Washington as an undergraduate that I fell in love with theory 
again. But not any type of theory—women of color and indigenous feminism. I came across Trinh 
T. Minh-ha’s (1989) Woman Native Other in my senior year in a comparative history of ideas class. 
Minh-ha’s words evoked a power inside of me that I had not felt in years. A feeling of belonging. A 
feeling that I was finding my place. Women of color and indigenous feminism emerged not simply 
as a response to the embedded racism within the women’s and gay liberation movements of the 
1970s and 1980s; or a response to the sexism existing in the Chicano, Black, Asian, and indigenous 
liberations either (although both contributed to its roots). However, women of color and indigenous 
feminism emerged as a theoretical intervention offering intersectional analysis (Crenshaw, 1989) that 
moved beyond a one-identity-at-a-time approach to understanding oppression. Recognizing the 
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possibilities suggested by the plurality of identity, women of color and indigenous feminism serves 
as a reading practice to 1) comprehend multilayered and interlocking systems defining subjectivity; 2) 
purport difference as a strength to coalition building, not a commodity for exploitation; and 3) 
critique and denaturalize definitions of race, gender, sexuality, class, etc. Asserting the personal is 
political, women of color and indigenous feminism explore experiences, movements, and actions 
impacting people on micro and macro levels. From global women’s immigrant movements to 
challenging standards of white domestic femininity, from linking criminalization of communities of 
color for exploitable and free labor to invisbible/visible bodies in public spaces, women of color and 
indigenous feminism illuminates contradiction and connections inherent in State and global 
formations, laws, and orders. As a framework that compares, intersects, and assembles, it allows for 
us to relationally understand the possible links of our experiences (Kyungwon Hong, 2006). 	  
Since multiple subjectivities serve as one of the primary sites of inquiry for women of color 
and indigenous feminism, issues of the body are also critical. How bodies are read, positioned, 
disciplined, configured, observed or not observed in society frequently are discussed, revealing 
counternarratives naming their own struggles. Naming their own pain.  Naming their own material 
and social practices. By writing the body, both from and about, women of color and indigenous 
feminists such as Marmon Silko, Minh-ha, Anzaldua, Morago, Smith, Hong Kingston, Davis, Lorde, 
Gunn Allen, and others, rearticulate theories of the flesh. As Moraga and Anzaldúa (1983) state in 
the foundational text This Bridge Called My Back, “a theory in the flesh means one where the physical 
realities of our lives—our skin color, the land or concrete we grew up on, our sexual longings—all 
fuse to create a politic born out of necessity” (23). With asserting our own theory, our own words, 
women of color and indigenous feminism troubles previous feminist, Chicana/o, Black, Asian, and 
indigenous constructions of our experiences and bodies—thus creating new tools to deconstruct 
and defy the master’s house (Lorde, 1984). In doing so, women of color and indigenous feminism 
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affirms a new space for coalition building and alliances across unlikely borders. Although coalition 
building occurred prior to the 1970s, women of color and indigenous feminism’s politics of 
rearticulation help strengthen cross-community dialogues by positing difference not as a commodity, 
but as a site for organizing. As Trinh Minh-ha (1989) argues, “it is, indeed, much easier to dismiss or 
eliminate on the pretext of difference (destroy the other in our minds, in our word) than to live 
fearlessly with and within difference” (84). Similarly, Audre Lorde (1984) exclaims, “it is not 
difference which immobilizes us, but silence. And there are so many silences to be broken” (44). By 
embracing difference and not shying away or demonizing it, difference becomes a site for 
transformative politics that moves beyond identity politics allowing for more inclusive social and 
political change. It acts as a creative power sparking connections to one another that is merely more 
than tolerance of each other. Rather, difference is a force possessing the ability to breakdown 
binaries of good/bad, dominant/subordinate, oppressor/oppressed. 	  
 Moreover, women of color and indigenous feminism speak to the importance of writing—
not only for our communities, but for ourselves. Writing is a political act (Bird, 1998) deeply tied to 
voice, memory, stories, and personal agency. Gloria Anzaldua, Trinh Minh-ha, Audre Lorde, and 
Paula Gunn Allen all remark in their work the critical role writing plays with mental and emotional 
health. We write out of survival. We write as a means for sanity. We write to break the silence. Many women of 
color feminists are aware of the creative and political power writing possess. It is believed writing 
serves as a mirror (Minh-ha, 1989) of what we can represent—ourselves, our perspectives on 
society, our subjectivities, etc. Eloquently stated, “writing reflects” (Minh-ha, 1989, 23). In the eyes 
of women of color and indigenous feminists it is intrinsically connected to the experiential and the 
body (Anzaldúa,1993 ;Lorde, 1984; Minh-ha, 1989, Moraga & Anzaldúa, 1983).  Our stories, papers, 
essays, and books have emerged from violent legacies of rape, censorship, oppression, patriarchy—
the list is never ending. Women of color and indigenous feminism also reminds us that writing is not 
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a commodity or service (Minh-ha, 1989)—that it is indeed a necessary process to express and name 
ourselves. Further, women of color and indigenous feminism illustrates that it is okay to break and 
disidentify within dominant writing prose. That in fact we must unlearn the colonial tongues 
imposed upon us: “to write ‘clearly,’ one must incessantly prune, eliminate, forbid, purge, purify” 
(Minh-ha, 1989, 17). Instead, writing should be an extension of the body. The body should not be 
forgotten in the writing process, but at the forefront of it. Subsequently, writing makes visible bodies 
traditionally invisible, exploited, and marginalized in both society and in education. Giving voice to 
our experiences, naming our silences, naming ourselves allows for women of color and indigenous 
feminism and feminists to create and birth new systems of meaning and knowledge.  	  
Similarly to women of color feminism, queer of color critique (QoCC) emerged from queer 
theory in order to address silences and discrepancies surrounding whiteness privilege, 
homonormativity, politics of respectability, etc., while also calling for more inclusive and critical 
understandings of normativity, white supremacy, heteropatriarchy, etc., and how they all operate 
together to oppress individuals and communities inside and outside LGBTQ politics and activism. 
Like women of color feminism, queer of color critique illustrates the importance of coalition 
building as well as create a place for acknowledging the power of identity politics—a topic that has 
been demonized within queer theory. In doing so, queer of color critique attempts to dislodge the 
term ‘queer’ from white LGBTQ concerns such as homonormativity, transnational adoption, same-
sex marriage, military participation and highlights the interconnectedness of legacies of colonialism, 
racism, transphobia, socio-economic status, whiteness as a cultural practice, neoliberal logics (market 
practices embedding social institutions, individualism, entrepreneurship, etc.), and liberal capitalism, 
to ways which frame interlocking forms of difference, discourses, and social spaces. By troubling the 
traditional ways queer theory is employed and constructed, there is a greater opportunity to 
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recognize the theoretical significance of women of color feminism and spatial theory—as well as 
how they operate in everyday experiences and practices.   	  
With all of this stated, I think it is important that I map out queer theory and queer of color 
critique as well as point to their similarities and differences. First I want to note that queer theory 
and queer of color critique have evolved into something much more complex than gay and lesbian 
studies. Both insert rhetoric stemming from feminist theory and other liberation movements to 
highlight the social and institutionalized constructions of identity categories (race, sex, gender, able-
bodiedness, class, etc.) while also deconstructing regimes of power and knowledge (Cohen, 1997; 
Ferguson, 2004). Intending to illuminate the artificial neutrality of heterosexuality and the 
heterosexual/homosexual binary, both argue that both gender and sexuality are not fixed or singular 
subject positions—rather they operate via a spectrum of sexualities and difference (Butler, 2006; 
Sedgwick, 2008). Subsequently, they purport to destabilize and decenter subjecthood by challenging 
the boundaries of representational politics and illustrating the production of identity via institutions 
of schools, the church, the family, and the media.  	  
Utilizing Foucauldian notions of power, knowledge, hegemony, and biopolitics, queer theory 
and queer of color critique assert that certain bodies are privileged based upon how they are ‘read’ in 
society and thus aims to illuminate hierarchies of privilege as well as invisible and visible power 
systems informing individual and societal beliefs. Scholars like Michael Warner, Martin 
Mananlansan, Cathy Cohen, Eve Sedgwick, Judith Butler, Roderick Ferguson and others speak to 
the power of the body and its centrality in knowledge production. As Leslee Grey (2011) notes, 
“gender is a discursive practice, where the body is the central site on which power is exercised by 
performance to produce gender norms. As discourse is found not only in speech and writing, but 
also in practices, conscious and unconscious thoughts, and the movements of bodies” (174). 
Subsequently, the body as a political space and place often reflects institutionalized hegemonic 
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narratives and performances. As Foucault discusses in Discipline and Punish (1977), the body is the 
primary target of surveillance and control by employing social panopticons and making them 
invisible-- allowing for a constant regulation of expressions of identity. “This type of surveillance 
and control is effective because we unknowingly contribute unless we actively work to question and 
challenge it” (Meyer, 2011, 237).  Nevertheless, the body is also a site for transcendence and rupture 
via knowledge, counternarratives, and politics of disidentification. Therefore, to queer identity 
politics and representations we must understand that 1) All identities are in constant flux, 2) People 
experience different subjectivities within rigid definitions (Grey, 2011) of race, sexuality, gender, 
class, able-bodiedness, etc., and we should 3) Interpret texts against hegemonic constructions. 
Hence, queer theory illustrates how subjects construct their sexualities in relation to technologies of 
power and knowledge rather than obsessing with identity politics (Butler, 2006; Cohen, 1997; 
Dhaenens et al, 2008; Foucault, 1990; Sedgwick, 2008).	  
However, there exist stark differences between queer theory and queer of color critique--
even beginning with their sites of origin. Although some may argue that QoCC stems from queer 
theory, scholars state that QoCC is an active response to queer theory and that it does not start with 
DeLauratis as many queer theorists firmly contend, but rather begins with James Baldwin (Hames-
Garcia, 2011). Further, queer of color critique argues that there exists a universal standard of 
whiteness operating within queer theory that erases the legacies of non-normative gender and sexual 
expressions and histories within communities of color. Yet, the biggest claim against queer theory 
coming from QoCC is that the hyper resistance of heteronormativity and those perceived to benefit 
from it not only creates a false binary of queer and straight but also frames those as queer as 
powerless (Cohen, 1997). By doing so, queer theory inadvertently maps heterosexual privilege upon 
all heterosexual bodies without understanding how heteronormativity feeds into systems of racism, 
colonialism, classism, patriarchy, and other institutions that frame social and political access and 
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activism (Cohen, 1997). Instead, queer of color critique understands this situation as well as 
recognizes the hierarchies of power expressed and operated within marginalized communities.	  
For example, as Cathy Cohen (1997) showcases in her famous article, “Punks, Bulldagers, 
and Welfare Queens,” there are many limits to contemporary queer scholarship and activism: an 
assimilationist agenda reinforcing normative practices, the problems of a homosexual discourse, 
unresponsive results from radical and transformative politics, visible and invisible power systems 
operating within LGBTQ populations, and ignoring the everyday experiences of non-normative 
individuals who are not LGBTQ but are still queer to society. Yet, Cohen does not fully walk away 
from queer scholarship, but instead offers some advice. First she notes that by focusing on 
heteronormativity, issues of race and power are all but forgotten-- thus we cannot forget that race is 
forever interwoven with issues of gender and sexuality and that oppression and discrimination will 
always be a multilayered assemblage (Cohen, 1997). Secondly, Cohen states that we cannot sustain a 
homosexual discourse that position everyone as either LGBTQ/straight or queer/normative. If 
queer scholars do, then they will “map normative heterosexuality onto the bodies of all 
heterosexuals. [And] also fram[ing] all those as ‘queer’ as powerless” (Cohen, 1997, 449). Her prime 
example is black single mothers who are heterosexual, but do not inherit the same privilege as her 
white, married, middle class counterparts—or even white counterparts that are queer. Therefore, it 
must be observed that all communities, marginalized and dominant, practice hierarchies of power, 
normativity, and politics of respectability. These systems of politics operate through not only social 
codes of behavior, but also through flows of capital.	  
Roderick Ferguson is also concerned about the binary between communities of color and 
LGBT communities, but for different reasons. As he reminds us in his book, Abberations in Black, 
these ‘promises’ of normativity are “techniques of discipline rather than vehicles toward liberation” 
(Fergson, 2004, 65). Through such techniques, “regulatory regimes” both exclude people from 
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normativity and “work to inspire conformity” of those same people with the norm, trapping them 
between their (constructed) desires and their (constructed) possibilities (Ferguson, 2004, 86). By 
striving for normativity, race and sexuality became critical sites for performance, surveillance, and 
interpretation—no longer do your actions reflect yourself, but rather your entire community. 
Consequently, academic and university departments, who in their pursuit of knowledge production 
and canons, ignited these pathologies and stereotypes due to their proximity to the state and capital 
economies. Although capital can be productive and create alternative gender, racial, and sexual 
arrangements, in order to pacify the needs and desires of the state, capital will assimilate to its needs. 
The same goes and can be observed in knowledge production and university canons. In order to 
extend justifications of disenfranchisement, university research helps “corroborate the expansion of 
state power by legitimating surveillance as a vital scientific and social endeavor” (Ferguson, 2004, 
95). As such, not only are bodies surveyed and regulated, but also bodies of knowledge—
constructing voice and silence around our subjectivities. 	  
Lastly, queer of color critique reminds us to be careful of not collapsing all systems of 
racism, colonialism, imperialism, neoliberalism, classism, etc. into each other—which is easy to say, 
but much harder to undergo. Women of color feminists have sometimes fallen in this trap via 
intersectional analysis. For instance as Jodi Bryd (2012) highlights in her book, Transit of Enpire, these 
systems (specifically colonialism and racism in her argument) are made so intertwined together that 
they “obfuscate the distinctions between the two systems of dominance and the coerced complicities 
amid both” (23). In doing so, indigenous communities who are faced with remediation discourses 
surrounding racialization and racial identities, often reinscribe colonial logics of surveillance, blood 
quantum, and other extensions of settler colonialism. “But the larger concern is that this conflation 
masks the territoriality of conquest by assigning colonization to the racialized body, which is then 
policed in its degrees from whiteness” (Bryd, 2012, 24). Bryd clearly articulates the dangers of 
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collapsing particular systems together in order to combat past grievances and oppression. By 
conflating these systems, which truly are interlocking, concomitant, and relational—not 
intersectional, we are just continuing to perpetuate the problem. By shifting trajectories and not 
falsely collapsing systems of race, class, hetero/homonormativity, colonialism, etc, together we 
recognize how even POC have inherited privileges and resources from other’s expense and 
destitution. We then are forced to re-image intersectionality, re-image assemblage, and to re-think 
conditions of possibility of queer of color critique as well as women of color feminism and 
indigenous feminism. I believe spatial theory aids in this development. 	  
Interfacing women of color/indigenous feminism and queer of color critique through its 
focus on power, bodies, systems of meaning, and connection to everyday practices and actions, 
spatial theory is an increasingly employed theoretical analysis in the humanities and social sciences. 
Once only utilized by scholars in geography and architecture (or related fields), spatial theory and 
issues of space are increasingly prevalent within an array of academic disciplines and theoretical 
frameworks. Although previously usurped by time, temporality, and teleology, issues surrounding 
the spatial have encountered an unprecedented resurrection—with language surrounding ‘mapping,’ 
‘location’, ‘space,’ ‘territory,’ and ‘place’ almost ubiquitously employed throughout the humanities 
and social sciences. Marking a discursive turn, the ‘spatial turn’ has widely been accepted as a 
paradigm shift across domestic and global academic institutions and impacting a variety of fields. 	  
In the heart of spatial theory lies the argument that space is not an empty vacuum, to which 
actions are exercised in, but rather is a “social product (or outcome) and a social force (or medium) 
in social life” (Soja, 1989, 7) that is directly tied to knowledge, power, and privilege (Foucault, 1990). 
As such, space matters tremendously with shaping our societal and cultural perspectives. Guised as a 
neutral and natural facet of our lives, space instead is a restless and discursive arena that is constantly 
reshaping itself by and through built environments, personal interactions, historical projections, and 
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social consciousness. “Spaces are thus relational and contingent, experienced and understood 
differently by different people; they are multiple, contested, fluid, and uncertain rather than fixed 
territories” (Hubbard & Kitchin, 2011, 7). Subsequently, space is a critical and fruitful lens to engage 
social and cultural issues. Due to its dialectical relationship to temporality and ‘the social’ (Lefebvre, 
1991; Soja, 1989), space provides an interesting forum to examine, destabilize, and re-theorize 
relationships thought to be normative and static. Simply put, space creates worlds of meaning.	  
Although issues of the spatial have been examined since the days of Ancient Greece and 
Rome, after the 19th century spatial theory has greatly evolved from the shadows of teleological 
accounts to its own prominent accord—but not without controversy. From its early days at the 
Chicago School in the beginning of the 20th century, to the apex of scientific objectivism and 
positivism in the middle of the 20th century, to the days of the crisis of representation in the late 20th 
century, spatial theory has experienced tremendous twists and turns in its focus and development. 
However, what has impacted spatial theory the most are scholars from feminism, post-colonialism, 
Marxism, and critical race studies. These scholars and fields shifted spatial theory to become more 
critical of the power structures embedded within space and produced by space. Breaking free from 
positivist approaches to framing the spatial as a hard ‘science,’ Marxist scholars like David Harvey 
argued that space and time have a direct relationship to capitalism, capital production, commodity 
production, and other major systems of global dominance. As Warf and Arias (2009) note in their 
book, The Spatial Turn: 	  
“Harvey’s spatialization of Marxism, and concurrent Marxification of space, centered 
on the deep structure of commodity production at the conversion of commodities 
into money, generating a model of production and the labor process that shed light 
on its transformation of time and space. Landscapes, in this reading, reflected the 
logic of commodity production at any given historical moment, constituting a ‘spatial 
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fix’ or window of stability that enabled the process of commodity production to 
unfold unproblematically, at least for a fixed window of time” (3). 	  
As a result, capitalists try to speed up the process of commodity production, which reinforces the 
annihilation of space by time. Why this is so fundamental is because of the survival and expansion of 
capitalism itself—it needs to be able to accelerate temporal rhythms for accumulation thus 
constantly trying to produce landscapes and spaces that are amenable for capital production 
(Ferguson, 2004; Warf & Arias, 2009). This presents an interesting contradiction as time is central to 
capitalism and capital accumulation through the process of annihilating space, only to realize that 
space—through its destruction and recreation—is central to capital’s temporal rhythms.  Yet capital 
is also interesting due to its amoral logic. As Roderick Ferguson (2004) notes, “Capital, without 
pressures from the state or citizenry, will assemble labor without regard for normative prescriptions 
of race and gender. Capital, on the other hand, will oblige normative prescriptions, especially in 
those moments in which it wants to placate the interests of the state” (16-17). This point illustrated 
by Ferguson is quite important not only to discussion relating to Marxism, but also feminism, 
women of color and indigenous feminism, critical race theory, and later queer theory and queer of 
color critique. Feminists like Iris Marion Young, Gillian Rose, Nancy Duncan, and Linda McDowell 
all speak to spatial gender constructions and practices not only through the lens of private/public 
spheres and labor divisions, but also how gendered spaces are constructed to privilege systems of 
power like capitalism, neoliberalism, globalization, etc. Women of color feminists also speak to these 
systems not only on the global scale (i.e. immigrant women’s movements and culture, spaces of 
exploitation such as sweatshops, blaming culture for “bad behavior”), but also how space impacts 
bodies locally. Grace Kyungwon Hong (2006) argues, “spaces mark safety and danger, visibility and 
invisibility, surveillance and punishment differently for differently racialized and gendered subjects” 
(xii). In doing so, space is unavoidably caught up in these formations and presents itself as a second 
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skin not only to the social body, but also the physical bodies that inhabit space (Ahmed, 2006). In 
doing so, space territorializes bodies and maps them into places where they are assigned to belong or 
to not belong with very visceral consequences. Further, spaces do not just divide physical 
landscapes—such as freeways, borders, railroads, etc., -- but also shape the emotional and mental 
states of bodies. Thus, geographies of the self matter just as much as the physical cartographies of 
places. And as such, personal stories, narratives, and memories haunt spaces. Not only do we 
remember the spaces in which we feel safe, violated, vulnerable, and nurtured/ the lands in which 
our people and families have lost/ the places of labor and love, but our bodies do too. 	  
Writing as Method: Performative Writing and the Politics of Writing	  
Turning the attention away from the theoretical frameworks that inform my investigation, I 
want to talk briefly on my writing style—why do I write like this? Fragmented. Broken. Messy. Who 
am I to stage this voice? To construct my storied landscapes and narratives in such a way that breaks 
all the rules? Who gave me permission? I did. After years of painstakingly ensuring my writing 
followed the rules of the academy—of the well written—that reflects maturity and achievement, in 
this project I’ve actively shied away from those inscribed methods to form my own.  	  
Fragmented.	  
Broken.	  
Messy.	  	  
Yes, my writing can be labeled and categorized as such. But to categorize my writing is 
already to miss the point. I write like this, not because I cannot write. No. I have learned and 
perfected the ways of the academy. The ways of the master’s house. But I do not choose to evoke 
them. Their prose and sentences do not/ cannot reflect the fragmented, brokenness, and messiness 
of life. Nor does their prose reflect the rhythms, flows, and circulation of living, breathing, and 
dying. I choose. Purposefully. To write like this. To break the rules of the well written (Minh-ha, 1989). To 
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speak and write from my own tongue. A tongue that is breaking the chains of embedded and 
embodied discipline. A tongue that is my own. A tongue that is well versed in poetry, prose, and 
living. I choose. To write like this. Repeating myself. Setting up the rhythm. Presenting the affective 
melodies and memories of my life. To express my autoethnography. I mirror my writing like John 
Coltrane and his use of free jazz. Breaking down conventions and conventional structures, and 
relying on improvisation: allowing the moment of writing to engulf my body, my hand, and my 
tongue in order to express the temporal juncture where ideas and words our birthed onto paper. 
Writing as performance. Writer as performer.  I choose. To write like this. To decolonize the academy. 
To transgress my body and my scholarship. To put my words into action that evokes spirit, soul, and 
political struggle. 	  
This is my method. To queerly write. To queer writing. Like the trauma that I encounter, my 
writing is repetitive. I want you to feel the trauma. I want you to live the trauma, if only through the act of 
repetition itself. I challenge you, as a reader, to embrace this form of writing as autoethnographic. As 
reflexive textuality. That the act of this fragmented, messy, and broken writing is reflective of the 
bodies in which we posses. However, I didn’t just arrive here. In this writing space. It took years to 
garner enough courage to break the rules, and craft my own. In college, I met my first writing 
seductress—Trinh Minh Ha. Her words encouraged me to think outside of the box and how my 
writing is a powerful agent for change. Arguing, “to write is to become” (Minh Ha, 1989, 6), I 
started to reflect on my own be-coming and be-longing in both the academy and my life. Who am I 
to write like this? Like this equating to the sterile, overly composed, overly perfect sentence 
construction that is deemed appropriate in society. I am not this person. And will never be. Do I 
want to become this person? No. I embrace my faults and fragmentations. And so I started to write 
like this: what Robert McRuer (2006) label’s as de-composed. A writing style that is queer.	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If Trinh Minh-ha asserts ‘to write is to become’, than McRuer believes that the majority of 
college students are becoming drones for the corporate university—reflecting the agendas of 
capitalism, heteronormativity, and able-bodiness. McRuer contends writing is a cultural practice 
obsessed with order and composure: “a process that reduces difference, forms many ingredients into 
one substance, or even calms, settles, or frees from agitation” (147). I observed this in my own 
experience from elementary school to university level—purging what they observed as illogical or 
too subjective in the name of ‘education.’ By constructing convivial, linear, and ‘composed’ papers, 
McRuer argues we learn to extract our embodied selves from the writing process as well as suppress 
our critical consciousness (148). Yet, while the system appears to be void of any body it is actually 
deeply engrossed with producing a certain type of body—heterosexual, masculine, able-bodied, etc. 
Thus university (and many other educational institutions) instructed writing practices that 
corroborate larger social systems of power, clearly mirroring Foucault’s (1979) analysis of schools in 
Discipline and Punish. Like Foucault’s examination of various institutions and how they dismember the 
‘social body’ to create docile bodies, McRuer is keen to demonstrate the connection between written 
‘bodies of work’ and the purging of the writer’s body to reinforce capitalism.  McRuer argues that part 
of the reason why there is a push for a standardized form of composition is to instill marketable 
skills in the future workforce (147-149). He states, 	  
I find these arguments that composition serves a corporate model of efficiency 
convincing, and it is vitally important for teachers and scholars of composition and 
composition theory to remain attentive to the ways we are positioned to serve 
professional-managerial interests. In many ways, however, despite the material base 
of these critiques, they remain strangely incorporeal—in other words, these critiques 
are not yet especially concerned with theorizing embodiment and/in the corporate 
university. Perhaps this is because corporate processes seem to privilege, imagine, 
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and produce only one kind of body on either side of the desk: on one side, the 
flexible body of the contingent, replaceable instructor; on the other, the flexible body 
of the student dutifully mastering marketable skills and producing clear, orderly, 
efficient prose (McRuer, 2006, P. 148).	  
Rather than critically engaging texts, students (including myself) are instructed to prepare the best 
skill set for future employment. How does one do that? By trying to mimic the most valuable worker—
the able-bodied, heterosexual, male. As a result, our attentions are focused on the final product: 
either the paper or the grade and therefore to shun our own intuition, our own voices. This 
misguidance allows for the obsession of ‘complete,’ ‘whole,’ able-bodied, and masculine forms to go 
unnoticed by most, remaining an invisible but hyperactive component in composition courses. 	  
So how do we/I challenge this? To participate in what McRuer coins as ‘cripping’ 
composition-- a loss of composure so that a “state of heteronormativity might be questioned or 
resisted and that new (queer/disabled) identities and communities might be imagined” (149). 
Through the loss of order and composure within writing, a new space is forged permitting the 
incursion of ‘the experiential,’ affect, agitation, and language usually viewed as paradoxical or 
inappropriate in scholarly form. A new space in which I actively participate. By diverting our 
attention from the fetishized final product to the actual process of creating a product, not only is 
there more space for different, contrasting, and unorthodox voices operating in writing, but there is 
also a greater possibility to transcend traditionally utilized writing styles into unconventional forms 
engaging in critical knowledge production. Eve Kosofksy Sedgwick (2003) illuminates similar 
arguments in her book Touching Feeling, where she purports affect and experiential learning are center 
to the writing process. Sedgwick’s book serves as a perfect example of how incoherent writing 
surpasses any linear, dualistic, standard approach.  In utilizing queer theory, both authors, Sedgwick 
and McRuer, call for “alternative and multiple corporalities” (McRuer, 2006, p. 149) to be 
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considered operating in the classroom. Thus, this representation of the body—of all bodies—
confesses and eloquently showcases the liberatory properties of embodied knowledge and the 
embodied self within writing practices. 	  
Nevertheless, there are silences in these arguments that make me uncomfortable. For 
instance, although McRuer is keen to illuminate the privileging of able-bodiness, masculinity and 
heteronormativity in current writing practices, he is blind to issues of whiteness and race. Like able-
bodiness and heterosexuality, race/whiteness is also positioned to be invisible, yet simultaneously 
hypervisble, by configuring ‘correct’ composition to be discriminatory against vernacular seen to be 
fragmented, subjective, and illegitimate--resulting in misconstrued understandings of critical writing. 
Historically, race compounded with gender has been observed as a disability—one that hindered the 
reciprocation of women of color writing in the academy. Even to this day, women of color writing is 
usually not assigned in freshman composition or literature classes unless in specified classes and 
departments (i.e. gender and women studies, African American studies, Latina/o studies, Asian 
American studies, etc.). Why is this? Why is our work not seen to be marketable for the corporate 
university? Is it because we tend to break the rules of writing? As if our writing is not ‘critical’ 
enough even though our subjects often reflect chaotic and complex issues? This is where I feel I 
provide the most evidence in changing the established rubric of evaluating writing. By bridging 
McRuer’s analysis with women of color feminism, I initiate the necessary intervention of opening a 
space where the liberatory properties of writing appear to be utilized for resistance and personal 
healing. 	  
With engaging in illicit writing techniques, I craft my own writing pathway. Just like my 
foremothers, I un-learned my conventional writing logic and re-learned my history to begin to heal 
as a student, woman of color, a writer, and a survivor. As Tillie Olsen (1979) impassionedly states, 	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“We who write are survivors…For myself, ‘survivor’ contains its other meaning: one 
who must bear witness for those who floundered; try to tell how and why it was that 
they, also worthy of life, did not survive. And pass on ways surviving; and tell our 
chancy luck, our special circumstances” (Olsen, 39). 	  
Recalling back Minh-ha’s assertion “to write is to become”, I now re-ask myself that same question. 
I write like this to become a survivor. I write like this to become a liberated hand. And although it can 
be a frustrating and painful journey, I write like this because I love to write. Each scar, each revision 
is a life lesson. Like Anzaldúa remarks, her hand is her tongue; my hands are the history books to my 
life and my body serves as the vessel to my writing practices. I write to be healed of my past wounds and to 
make sense of the world in which I live and love in. 	  
I 	  
write	  
like 	  
this.	  
To expose the cracks in the structure.	  
To illuminate a voice	  
Voices	  
Silences and erased 	  
In the name of the 	  
Well written. 	  
To break down the 	  
Borders	  
/Of knowledge/	  
/Theory/	  
/And lived experience/	  	  
I 	  
write 	  
like 	  
this.	  
To make you feel	  
Uncomfortable	  
And expose privilege. 	  
To perform my	  
Dis/locations. 	  
My ruptures. 	  
Sewing together 	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My fragmented 	  
acts of life and memory.	  
While bandaging the wound in my mouth. 	  	  
I 	  
write 	  
like 	  
this. 	  
To resist	  
The tongue and words that are forced down upon 	  
My throat. 	  
And inscribed upon my hands. 	  
To excavate a space	  
Where I tell my stories. 	  
And reveal my ghosts. 	  
To paint my affective geographies. 	  	  
I choose my words carefully.	  
In order to unlock	  
My home. 	  
An open a door to my future. 	  
*****	  
While my theoretical, methodological, and writing approaches make sense to me, others 
were not as convinced. I had grown accustomed to the weird stares from peers when describing my 
theoretical framework—“Ok, I understand putting into conversation women of color/indigenous 
feminism with queer of color critique—but spatial theory? What are you thinking?” But to me, 
spatial theory didn’t seem peculiar or misplaced. It was intentional. 	  
I remember the first time I was introduced to spatial theory in the classroom. I was an 
undergraduate student in my third year at the University of Washington. I enter the classroom. The 
students of color sitting on one side, the white students sitting on the other. I take my seat next to my 
friend Camille, a fierce and outspoken Black woman. The instructor walks in. He plays an audio 
clip. The clip is of a voice speaking in an almost empty room. The only object in it is a voice recorder. 
As the voice speaks in the room, the voice recorder documents the voice. In the next scene, the voice 
recorder plays the voice in the same room with a different voice recorder documenting the sounds. This 
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goes on over ten minutes until finally the voice emanating from the recorder is distorted to the point of 
no recognition—only muffled sounds and various tones. This is the lesson of the day. I walk out of 
class hating spatial theory. So abstract. So in-personable. Little did I know I was quite familiar 
with spatial theory. That it was already a part of me. That every time I walked into a room feeling 
like I belonged/didn’t belong—that was spatial theory. That every time I walked into a classroom 
and deconstructed and mapped the racial and gendered make up of student bodies—that was spatial 
theory. That every time I walked into a bathroom assigned to the ‘female’ sex—that was spatial 
theory. It was not this in-personable, un- approachable, de-political topic. It was and is quite the 
opposite. 	  
When Anzaldúa speaks of the borderlands, how is that not spatial? When Lorde recalls the memory 
of the white woman pulling her jacket away from her on the bus, how is that not spatial? When 
Moraga speaks of her passing as white in the classroom and on the streets, how is that not spatial? 
When Paula Gunn Allen and Andrea Smith speak of reservations and the conquering and raping of 
indigenous lands, how is that not spatial? When I speak of my experience as a bi-racial, first 
generation college student, and my yearning to belong in my body, family, and the classroom, how is 
that not spatial? Our stories, our experiences, map our bodies and create geographies of the self-illuminating our 
past, present, and future lives. Our corporeal cartographies are the basis for our theories of the flesh. 	  
This methodology, this theoretical framework, is not just fancy academic words on a page. It 
is my life. It is my narrative. It is my testimonio. I have lived this theory. I have tasted its blood, sweat, 
and tears. I have known its darkest secrets and shadowy games. I have called upon it without 
knowing its name. Long believing that the personal is political and that everyday experiences shape 
how we perceive life and society, it was only until graduate school that I knew its name, or rather it’s 
academic name. Because when you say autoethnography; when you say women of color feminism; 
when you say queer of color critique; when you say spatial theory; when you say these words, these 
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names, to people outside of the academy, they look at you like you are crazy or that you are some 
uppity college kid. But when you say theory of the flesh or theory of everyday living people understand. And 
while I may be looked down upon for not necessarily always subscribing to academic norms of 
performance and language, I don’t write for those people. They are not my audience. I write for my 
family. I write for my friends. I write for my communities. And I write for myself. 	  
This methodology, this theoretical framework, is not just ink on a page. It is my living, 
breathing, and bleeding flesh. It is the blood, the ink, from my forearm to this paper. This is the quill 
being put to use. Living in the moment and writing from my flesh. This is my life. And I am ready to 
name, witness, and deconstruct it with you.  
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Part II	  
(Re)animated pasts:  
Diasporic visions of longing and belonging  
 
	  
(Photography desert outside of Palm Springs, December 2011. Photo by Shantel Martinez)	  	  
I am four. 	  
My parents voices muffled in the background. My mother’s shrills. My 
father’s yelling back at her. I can’t make out the words or what the argument is about 
this time. I know the drill and turn away. Try to find my ‘happy place’—try to find a 
safe space. So that I don’t have to witness her, my mother beaten up by my father 
one more time. So I don’t have to witness her, my mother forced to hide her face in 
public. I stay still. Re-calling episodes of Care Bears and the Smurfs in my imagination. 
Picturing myself as Smurfette with blonde hair like my father. Maybe if I looked 
more like him, and not like her, my father wouldn’t be so angry. Maybe then we could 
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all be happy. That would be like the families in the cartoons and live happily ever 
after. My eye burst open as I hear the door slammed down. In a flash my mother 
picks me up in her arms. Trying to shield me away from him. Trying to protect the 
both of us. 	  
It doesn’t work. Our plan has failed. Instead of hitting her, he hits me 
instead. The walls go blurry. From scenes of my room, to the white walls of the 
living room and the cathedral ceiling, to the tiled walls of the bathroom, I don’t 
know how we arrive. Maybe we flew? My mother, still holding me as she braces her 
body against the bathroom door. Placing every once of her 110lb frame against the 
door to save our lives. He is trying his might to burst it open. Violently kicking it. 
Slamming his body against it. Yelling that he is going to get her.  I pray the door 
holds. I pray the lock holds. I am four. 	  
We escape through the bathroom window. Sliding our bodies through the 
small opening, and into the darkness. Still holding me, we run. Run into the darkness 
with no shoes, nowhere to go. Who will take us in? I do not know what friend saved 
us. I do not remember their name or their face. Only the digital clock flashing 
1:13A.M. in bright red, blood red. The voices are muffled in the room next to mine. 
I can only imagine them saying, “Connie, what are you going to do” “Connie, how 
are you going to protect your family”? Laying down in bed, I do not sleep. Only 
watching the sky turn from dark into the desert sunrise. Pink. Purple. And finally 
into the beautiful blue. A new day. Another nightmare. I am four. 	  
Sitting in the back of the squad car, we sit like criminals. As if we betrayed 
my father. We betrayed our secret. Letting our truth be told to the public. We are 
unwanted. We are trouble. My mother’s shame painted all over her face in black and 
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blue. We drive through our neighborhood and all of the neighbors are staring at us. 
From friends to strangers in a night. Their eyes bow down and do not make contact 
with ours. From house to house, time slows down. Pausing. What have we done? 
What would have you done? I am four.	  
Arriving home, there he is. My father throwing out all of mine and my 
mother’s belongings. All of our clothes, my toys, my books, littered like a wild animal 
ripped through the neighborhood’s trash on our lawn. All of our things—our 
family’s possessions—our pictures, our memories thrown away. We are nothing to 
him. We are garbage. We are ruptured. Never to be whole again. Never to be that 
happy family in the cartoons. Under no condition of possibility. We are both 
invisible and visible to him, only in the forms of a cancer that needs to be eradicated 
from his body. The police escort my mother and I back to the house. Clearly a path 
to walk in between in my stuffed animals and my mother’s clothes. But his voice is 
close. I can hear his muffled yelling again. Yelling at my mother for what she did. The 
police do nothing. Only to tell my father to calm down, and my mother to quickly 
pick up the necessary things. Nothing more. We do not belong here. This is my 
father’s house. Our names are not on the property. I am four. 	  
My mother’s shaking hands pick me up along with a small suitcase of our 
things. “Mom, can I bring that?” 	  
“No. There is not enough room. It is not a necessary thing. It is only luxury.”	  
My mother’s words still echo in my ears. Her familiar saying. The police finally escort 
my father into the squad car. Our neighbors continue to watch. No one offers to 
help clean up the mess. To help my mother and I. No one. I watch as my father 
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drives away with the police. He is booked for domestic battery. Spends one night in 
jail. And is released the next day. He returns home. We are homeless. 	  	  
I am four. 	  
*****	  
 My grandma always tries to encourage and re-tell the happier memories of my childhood. 
The swimming pool. 	  
My aunts. 	  
Palm Springs. 	  
Date shakes.	  
Wearing bunny ears to the fancy restaurant. 	  
My hatred of Christmas music (now made ironic by my LOVE of holiday music).	  
Stride-rite shoes.	  
My and my grandma’s ‘secret place’—the Palm Desert Mall. 	  
Accompanying my mom and grandma to work.  	  
My fourth birthday when my mother made a cake taller than myself. 	  
She always tries to reinforce these stories. These memories of my childhood. As if to counter the 
painful ones. We do not speak of those stories. We do not speak of the pain. Or the tears. Although 
these stories are more vivid than the ones she tells me. They are vivid because I can’t forget. 
Imprinted with the trauma. Imprinted in my mind. Imprinted on my body. The scars of former lives. 
Such is the story of the night my mother found the strength to leave my father. Even though it 
occurred almost 25 years ago, these images flash in my mind like they occurred yesterday. The fear. 
The shame. The violence. They will forever be a part of me. A part of my narrative. A haunting 
presence constantly living through my body and mind.  The act of betrayal is hard to forget, even in 
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the eyes of a child. The act of betrayal leaves a flesh wound that is difficult to heal. The story my 
grandma, or anyone in my family, does not speak about. Yet I live with its memory as my shadow. I 
afford it life. I afford it power. I do no forget the trauma. 	  
Lingering on the strongest, are the emotions: the affective geographies to which I navigate 
the past, my childhood. The feelings of dislocation and loss. Feeling that I live in a temporary 
shelter, which I could lose at any moment. Feeling that although safe with my family, that family also 
enacts violence. I keep my stuffed animals close to me. Ready to move at any moment. I realize now that my 
fascination with space--spaces of love/ spaces of fear/ spaces of trauma/ spaces of home/ spaces of 
belonging/ spaces of dislocation—started at age four. I realize now that even as a young child I 
knew space mattered. I realize now that I have always known space was interconnected to emotion 
and memory—not only reflecting them, but also a force constructing them. I knew this because I lived 
it. I knew this because I longed for it. I longed for security. I longed for my place. But where was it? 
What did it look like? What did it feel like? Would I be there soon?	  
What are ghosts? What is trauma?	  
I began this chapter with an image of the desert. An image of my birthplace—Indio, 
California. An image locating my childhood. And while it is beautiful with its clear blue skies, vast 
land, and beautiful desert mountains, it still remains a landscape photograph that lacks context to 
you the voyeur. But there is intent in this action. To position your voyeurism as witness to the 
deathly stillness of the desert, of the photograph. This photograph not only represents a place of 
memory, it is a symbolic artifact in the landscape of trauma. The photograph affords you, the 
witness, a single perspective to view its contents: the sky, the mountains, and the desert. A landscape 
that may appear to be uninhabitable, devoid of meaning, a place that has nothing to see there. Yet, 
for me, this image “restores a sense of place to the historical event that appears both geographically 
and conceptually placeless” (Baer, 2013, 424) to you. This image then is a methodological 
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intervention as it establishes a conceptual grounding of trauma for the witness—a conceptual 
grounding that speaks to conversations of belonging. For instance, if we think of the act of 
witnessing the photograph there is both a belonging to and non-belonging to the image. When 
initially viewing the photograph, you as the witness are left with an impression of belonging—that 
you have arrived to the scene. However, you have arrived late, as the photograph is an artifact of the 
past—the event has already occurred—and as such, you are now trespassing, as you do not belong 
to the moment (Baer, 2013). “This tension—between the landscape’s simultaneous invitation to 
project ourselves into them and to the inalterable pastness of photography—finds a parallel in the 
difficulties of representing historical trauma” (Baer, 2013, 430).  I highlight this tension, this 
simultaneous living in the present and the past, to illustrate the power of trauma. The power which 
possess and haunts individuals to re-live and re-imagine unclaimed experiences. As such, the image 
acts as symbolic artifact as it forces us to a heightened sense of self—making us live beyond and 
between the photograph. How we recover from these traumatic memories, and to begin the healing 
process, “consists often in marking the event seem less unreal by draining it of its vividness, its 
persistence, its haunting details, its color” (Baer, 2013, 432). 	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I’m beginning to drain the color. To let go of the vividness. The haunting details of my narrative. 
But in order to do so, I have to make them visible one last time. To speak of their ghosts. In order 
to live with my ghosts. 	  
So what are ghosts? For me, a ghost is best described by the German Geist. Geist is at once 
the mind and the spirit. A ghost is a particular type of Geist, however, for it isn’t just any mind and 
spirit. Ghosts are those things that continue to return in the real to a space that is no longer their 
home. Thus, to be haunted by something is not thinkable outside of habit (the continued return) and 
habitat (the home). Etymologically, we know this because the root of haunting is heim, or home. 
Further, as Hegel asserts, the goal of Geist is freedom. Ghosts seek freedom, but they don’t seek a 
freedom to do something. Rather, they seek freedom from something. The ghost seeks freedom 
from being bound by the home that abandons. The ghost returns to the space which is no longer its 
home not with the pain of nostalgia, but as an inevitability resulting from the abandonment, from 
being banned--and this is what it means to be abandoned, to exist as banned in the space which one 
inhabits. Remember, abandoning isn’t exile. It isn’t being forced from a space, but being trapped in a 
space as that which doesn’t belong. A ghost is homeless in the place of what used to be its home.	  
Longing to Belong	  
It’s funny what you do and don’t remember as a child. 	  
What events and elements stick out.	  
My grandfather’s 1970s apartment was small with hideous brown carpet running throughout, 
including the bathroom. Even as a child I realized this was a weird design to have in a house. But I 
didn’t care. The bathroom served as my favorite room in the house. Maybe because it was the same 
room that provided safety for when my mother and I escaped from my father. Or maybe it was 
because it had a red sunlamp that served as a source of entertainment for hours (my poor 
grandfather’s electricity bill). I use to turn it on, looking at my glowing skin in the mirror. Pretending 
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I was on a space mission on Mars. Starring at myself in the mirror, breathing deeply as I spoke to my 
NASA “colleagues.” My mother couldn’t understand my fascination. My grandfather thought it was 
hilarious. While we lived there, I had run of the apartment except my grandfather’s room—that was 
off limits at all times. I never questioned this rule. My grandfather’s stern eyes, his dark brown eyes, 
cutting through my child’s play as if his words meant life or death. His eyes rarely replicating this 
seriousness with me. Later as a teen, I learned my grandfather would shoot up in his bedroom. His 
drug of choice: heroin. While I never witnessed his direct drug use, I can only imagine his actions. 
Him drawing the needle and inserting it into his flesh. The euphoric feelings rushing through his 
veins. The temporary relief from life. I imagine him lying on his bed wrapped in his grey Mexican 
blankets that he bought from the swap meet. The ones that smell of straw, heat, and musk. Today, I 
buy these same blankets to be close to him. 	  
What is most striking about my grandfather is his Mexican pride. Proud to be a brown man. 
Proud to be Mexican. Proud of his family. Proud to be a Martinez. Pride emanating from every bone 
in his body. 	  
	  
We sit on the stoop of my great grandmother Maria’s house in Compton, CA. It is during the same 
years of Tupac, Dr. Dre, Snoop Dogg, and Death Row Records. Gangster rap and West/East 
coast rivalries were alive and well. The L.A. riots have yet to happen. At six years old I nervously 
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watched the neighborhood. Double-checking if my clothes are the ‘right’ colors. My grandfather 
silently watches my nervousness. I always was am anxious child. He leans in closer. Not saying a 
word as he watches me, watching everyone else. We sit there in silence. Finally he speaks. A man of 
few words, he turns to me. Our eyes meeting. His dark brown eyes surrounded by deep wrinkles. 
Wisps of brown hair frame his face from under his trucker hat. He begins to speak: Shantel, do not 
be worried here. This is our home. This is our neighborhood. You are a Martinez. Do not forget 
this. They know us here. They will never hurt you. Be proud that you are a Martinez. 	  
I listen closely to his words. 	  
My grandfather’s words mark my flesh. They cover my body. They bring me home. They bring me 
happiness. And yet it is short lived. The same words that make me proud of myself, my body, and 
my family, are the same words that tear them apart. Who is that brown girl? Is that actually your daughter? 
Why doesn’t she have the same last name as you? Why isn’t she a Hewitt? My father’s friends often remarking. 
Laughing as they survey my brown eyes, brown hair, brown skin. Their eyes cascading down my 
body. This is not the first time their words question my heritage. This is not the first time it is made 
public that I do not look like either of my parents. This is not the first time that I am made aware of 
my difference. 	  
 I am brown. I am white. I am both and neither at once. What am I? Where do I belong? I 
look my grandfather’s skin. Brown skin that radiates with pride. I look at my mother’s skin, the same 
brown skin like my grandfather’s--skin that she is resents. My skin is unlike hers. I look at my 
father’s skin, white and pale. My skin is unlike his. What am I? Where do I belong? Am I actually an 
alien from Mars like in my fantasies? Or am I a different monster? One so grotesque that its name 
cannot dare to be spoken? I watch my grandfather’s mannerisms. Rolling his R’s. Accenting Spanish 
words. I try to imitate his tongue. But my mother says, “NO.” I am never allowed to speak Spanish 
	  79	  
at home, even though my grandfather tries to argue differently. “She is never allowed to speak 
Spanish here. She must speak English perfectly. Look at her skin…” 	  
My mother and I are from the same flesh and yet we do not look like it. She is dark. I 
am light. Her hair is black, thick, curly—often difficult to control. Mine is brown, 
straight, and fine. Our features are similar. Same eyes. Same smile. But I look more 
Spanish than Mexican. We are the same flesh. Yet, we have different features. We 
have different lives. 	  
 My mother is brown who does not want to be it. She surveys my skin---constantly observing my 
color. But where she is most strict is my tongue. I am only allowed the speak English. I question her 
rule, but am told, “ You will speak such great English, no one will ever ask you where you are from. 
No one will ever call you a dirty Mexican or a wetback.” Her words pierce through my flesh. 	  
“My mother is my story. She sacrificed for me, allowing me to use the enemy’s tongue. 
Perhaps to reverse the process. Perhaps to change the process. Perhaps so I could 
survive the process easier than she” (Belin, 1998, 51). 	  
 I remember the ways they use to look at her. The white men she dated. My mother only dates 
white men. I remember their eyes exotifying her in each sweeping glance. Their eyes focusing on her 
hips, breasts, and dark features. I couldn’t understand their fascination. Their lust for their 30 
minutes of difference. Yet the very same men that met her at the door would speak down to her at 
the grocery store. They would speak to her as if she didn’t understand what they were saying. Slowly 
and loudly. She understood every word. As a child I watched as she put on her make up and “date 
night” clothes—the tight jeans, red lip stick—a caricature of the Latina seductress. But oh, did she 
know how to perform. Seducing anyone in her path with her come-hither eyes and comforting 
laugh. I watched as she perfected her performance in the bathroom mirror. Learning how to mimic 
and smile—even with so much pain behind the mask. I would later perfect this performance. But 
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when the doorbell rang, she would rush out of the house leaving my grandfather as my babysitter. 
Leaving so quickly as if a glimpse of either of us would turn them to stone. Sometimes she returned 
home. Sometimes she didn’t. But mostly she returned alone. I began to wonder why skin color 
mattered. Why did it equate to intelligence. Why did it equate to respect? Or disrespect? At first I did 
not/ could not comprehend the complexities of her policing my body. That somehow I was 
“special”—that I had something that she did not. I began to realize that it was my skin, my light 
complexion that she protected with all of her might—and the way down to my tongue. 	  
 At first I did not comprehend my mother’s stern discipline of my tongue. I did not 
understand why my English had to be PERFECT. And then I saw. I saw her continually being 
mistaken for unintelligent by grocery store clerks, police officers, customers, and random 
strangers—even before she opened her mouth. I saw her pain and embarrassment. A pain and 
embarrassment my blonde, blue-eyed father never experienced. Even at age six, I knew and realized 
bodies mattered. They mattered with regard to who lived and died. To who was watched with 
suspicion and who could walk around freely. To whom could speak and be heard by others. My 
mother wanted this for me. From her I learned that if I wanted to survive, I had to create my own 
rules of being. I had to utilize my chameleon skin. 	  
 As a child, I know I am different. I know I am out of place. Split between two racial and 
cultural worlds. Split between two parents. I travel back and forth due to their unofficial parenting 
plan. I learn to acquiesce and adapt to my environments. Watching my parents for cues to how to 
perform in their worlds. Listening to my blonde hair blue eyed father’s jokes—what is Mexican 
aluminum? Duct tape. Why do Mexican’s drive low riders? So they can drive and pick lettuce at the same time.  I 
listen and watch as he and his other white friends uncontrollably laugh while I sit there like a 
ghost—an honorary guest allowed into the front of house due to my heritage. I watch and listen. 
Time with my father proved to be quite different than with my mother. He had moved from our old 
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house into a new house in La Quinta, CA. A beautiful house with white carpet and black leather 
furniture. I couldn’t help but think why have white carpet with a child unless that child wasn’t a 
major part of the decision. I stayed in the guest room. I never had a room of my own. Again, I guess 
I wasn’t a part of the decision. I play outside in the Palm Springs heat until I would pass out, but not 
before my dad inspected me for dirt—the carpets couldn’t get dirty. 	  
 My father loves to show his wealth. Always a new car. Always taking me to SeaWorld, 
Disneyland, or Knott’s Berry Farm. I enjoy the lifestyle as it was a far cry from my mom’s shared 
small apartment in Cerritos. Yet, what I love the most is coming back to the water. Our apartment 
didn’t have a pool and my mother never took me to the community pool. Too far she said. And so I 
would swim. Swim for hours. Getting lost in my own world. Getting lost in my own thoughts. I 
would swim and perform scenes from the Little Mermaid. Looking for lost treasure that I 
purposefully threw in the pool to which I could “discover” and repurpose. I would swim for 
serenity. One of our favorite past times was to sneak into the J.W.Marriot in Desert Springs to use 
the pools. The lobby filled with parrots, flamingos, and other tropical birds. Catfish swimming in the 
lakes surrounding the hotel. My dad, being my dad, had kept an old room key for proof that we 
were guests there. But we were never asked if we belonged—his white skin, good looks, an apparent 
wealth was all that we truly needed to get by the guard. At the pool, I would swim all day. Only 
stopping to order a virgin strawberry daiquiri for sustenance. I felt special hanging out with the hotel 
guests. Rubbing elbows with the rich and famous. Meeting football players at the pool and asking 
for their autographs at my father’s request.  But time at the pool also changed my appearance. No 
longer an olive complexion, my skin turned a golden tan brown. As if the melanin knew it was okay 
to shed its mask and be seen in the light. This was never allowed with my mother. Constantly hiding 
my skin from the sun with hats, clothes, and sunscreen. However, my dad did not care that my skin 
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became darker. No, for him the darker my skin, the more “street cred” he received for having a 
“brown” child. My white heritage blurred by my glowing skin color. 	  
 Watching my father. Life seemed so easy for him. People listened and respected his words 
unlike time with my mother. Watching my father. His blonde hair and blue eyes. How could we be 
related? Contrary to my mother who wanted to hide my difference—who wanted me to blend into 
the world--my father encouraged my diversity. He would say, “anytime you fill out a form, 
remember that you are a woman and a Latina.” I never questioned his words, but often wondered 
why. Why did this make a difference? Why did these categories matter? 	  
 Living in a land with a rich colonial past where women of Mexican heritage and families 
were valued based off their land and skin color, I did not realize my place in this story. I did not 
realize how taking up place and space infuriated others—even if I felt misplaced. Or maybe it was 
their frustrations that lead me to feel dislocated and lost in the first place. But I knew something just 
wasn’t right. I just couldn’t name it. 	  
Fragmented Ghosts	  
 All my life I have watched and mimicked out of survival. Watched my environment. 
Watched my company. Watched myself and my performance. I did it out of protection. Even as a 
child I knew it was necessary in order to straddle my two backgrounds. My two selves. Two 
heritages. How to explain my light skin with my dark features. I named it ‘code switching’ (Martinez, 
2013) and performed and practiced without truly or fully understanding my actions until now. As a 
child I couldn’t name how deeply race, gender, and sexuality impact our perceptions of space. 
Perceptions of home. Perceptions of belonging and displacement. Perceptions of ourselves. Of 
myself. But I can name it now. I can use my words. To relive old wounds. And to heal from them. As 
Audre Lorde (1984) states, “for in order to survive, those of us had to be watchers, to become 
familiar with the language and manners of the oppressor, even sometimes adopting them for some 
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illusion of protection” (114). I could see the illusion as a child. But I couldn’t reflect upon it. When 
your only mission is to survive, time for reflection is a privilege. 	  
 But I am able to reflect on it now. Reflect on the illusion. Reflect on my actions. Reflect on 
my testimonio. On the tensions between my bi-racial, ambiguously brown body, and the spaces I 
inhabited. The spaces of transition, shadow, and memory. Borderlands of identity. Borderlands of 
contradictions. Borderlands of home. And of a homeland that I wish I could be present in. Of a 
motherland whose lineage I reflected. I reflect on the spaces of assemblages. Spaces of race, gender, 
and sexuality whose nebulous centers are never clear, but always interconnected and shaping the 
world around us. Shaping our homes, and what we name as ‘home’. Knowing and naming that these 
forces of race, gender, and sexuality are made by society to be compartmentalized and artificially 
organized into hierarchies so that our bodies and spaces remain fragmented and disrupted--rather 
than understood and observed as a dynamic, fluid, and collective. Because when we are not ‘whole’, 
when we are broken down into categories, broken down into identity politics, the faction lines 
become too engrained for the flesh to erase. A flesh that creates theories and guides how we operate 
in society. Thus, the illusion becomes real. 	  
 I reflect on this. Re-reading that ending sentence over and over again. Fully aware of the 
power existing in the words. For too long we have been fragmented. For too long I have been 
fragmented. Broken down in faction lines of identity and performance.  Am I a writer of color? Woman 
writer? Or woman of color? Which comes first (Minh-ha, 1989, 6—italics added)? I must be whole again. I 
must be fluid again. Like water. Water, of course, can’t be permanently fragmented as it’s fluid and is 
subject to flows.  I must let my identity flow. Let it flow through my veins. Let my past flow into the 
present. I must let my theory of the flesh flow into existence. 	  
 But what of the ghosts? Are the ghosts fragmented? Fragmented to which I piece together 
through memory and narrative? Or are they whole? Or is the fragmentation what makes them 
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whole—each piece as is its on entity? In some sense the way in which these questions are posed 
implies a simplicity that just isn’t there. The ghost is not the fragmentation of the whole, but the 
wholeness of fragmentation. What does this mean? When we think of fragmentation, we must start 
with the whole, or that which has not yet been fragmented. Fragmentation is thus an operation 
performed upon the whole, and once the process is completed, the product is the fragmented. 
However, this implies that we start from a position of wholeness. What if it’s the case that we start 
from a position of the fragmented? Being in the position of a woman of color in the academy, this is 
the very place from which one starts. Our being is always already split by countervailing demands. 
All at once, we are to resist structures of normativization, but because our resistance to these 
structures implies their existence in the first place, our resistance isn’t one of positively creating our 
own values, but merely reacting to values already in place. And it’s in this way that I say our being is 
split from the outset. The institution of the academy makes no room for the woman of color to 
come in with her own values. Those values, those things we hold dear to survive the academy, 
always reinscribe the normative values of the academy insofar as they are reactions to what is already 
there and always adversarial. In other words, we do not get to set the agenda, we must always enter 
into our space of recognition as trying to survive it.	  
 In this way and in this light, women of color who haunt the academy represent the 
wholeness of fragmentation. We start divided from our own values coming into the academy by 
being forced to play a game in which the cards are already stacked against us. The condition of our 
possibility as people in the academy is fragmented. We thus seek to create a whole from the 
fragmented, and we must do this through repetition. Through repeating our strategies for survival, 
yes, but more importantly, through repeating the values of the academy. As a woman of color in the 
academy, to resist, one must become a ghost who has released herself, one who comes to terms with 
the trauma of fragmenting abandonment that tells you, “you don’t belong here.”	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 From childhood trauma to present day haunting, I long to belong. But in this longing to 
belong, it is easy to slip into internal colonialism—the price of the ticket. Yet I am here. Fighting. 
Resisting. Forging beyond the fragmentation of diaspora, ghosts, haunting, and trauma. Not to be 
victim. Not to be ghost. Not to be fictionally whole. No. Rather, I acknowledge the broken pieces 
and from their trauma, I honor my dead. I honor their/my pain. From the testimonio in which I 
started this chapter, my (re)animated pasts of dislocation and diaspora, I present to you my haunted 
belongings.  	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Part III	  
Dislocated poltergeists: 	  
Traveling and communicating with the dead 	  	  
The joys of writing through a heat wave. Sweating through my pores, I pull 
my hair up in a ponytail to feel relief from the fan blowing behind me. The cool air 	  
touches my hot neck and puts shivers down my spine. It is this very same feeling that 
I dreamt about as a child living in Cerritos. Trying to locate a cool refuge from the 
summer heat. I imagine breathing in the cool air into my lungs. Touching snow with 
my bare hands. My skin melting its cool exterior. 	  
I think of these childhood memories and their living presence. The same 
visceral reactions from childhood to adulthood—all from a simple corporeal touch 
from a fan on a hot summer day. But it isn’t just the bodily memory that is conjured. 
It is also a haunting moment. Like a movie’s ghostly flashback, where the present 
scene vanishes into air only to leave behind spectral images of the past being 
reanimated into the living, into the real. And there I am, in my grandfather’s 
apartment circa 1991. 	  
 I am standing in the living room with the awful brown carpets, starring at an 
artifact long thought to be lost. A drawing. A simple drawing. Created by my older 
best friend, Gabrielle, who also lived in the same apartment complex as I did when 
living with my grandfather. Gabrielle was Mexican, but her skin was darker than 
mine. Her features more dominate. Beautiful black straight hair. She looked more 
like my mother’s child than I. Always secretly jealous of her family resemblance. I 
had the bloodline. She had the looks. But no matter what, I was always forever 
indebted to her. Her bravely saving my life when a stranger drove up to us, saying 
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that my mother had a terrible accident and that I needed to go with him to visit her 
in the hospital. Scared that I would lose another parent, I walked up to his yellow 
1970s Ford pick up truck. Placing my hand on the handle. Smelling the upholstery of 
booze and cigarettes. Looking at him with his dirty blonde hair and five o’clock 
shadow. Gabrielle, pulled me back from the truck. Grabbed my hand and ran to my 
grandfather’s place. She told our parents, but it was too late. He had already left the 
area. The following week another six-year-old girl went missing. They never found 
her. 	  
After that incident, Gabrielle was family. Blood or no blood, it didn’t matter. 
She was my sister. Always together. Always protected by her side. So when the day 
came that my mother decided it would be for the best that we moved from 
California to Washington, my heart shattered into a thousand pieces. Losing the only 
sister that I ever knew. Losing my protector.  	  
As my mother and I prepared to leave she left me a drawing to remember 
her and our friendship by.  In the background was the mountains. The mountains of 
Washington that I was soon about to see with my own eyes. Covered in snow with 
exposed peaks. Simple mountains drawn from triangles emerging from the straight 
line symbolizing the ground. Above blue sky with fluffy white marshmallow clouds. 
On the ground her and I stood hand in hand. Her slightly taller than me.  Her black 
hair contrasting to my brown. Ear to ear smiles on our face. Our bodies drawn in the 
same simple triangles representing the mountains. 	  
An unconscious connection between our bodies and space.	  
An innocence forever captured.	  
A friendship soon lost by distance.	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 I cherished this drawing during my last days in California. Excited to witness 
the snowy peaks of Washington that she drew for myself. And yet, I wasn’t ready. I 
wasn’t ready to leave my grandfather. I wasn’t ready to leave to leave my family. I 
wasn’t ready to leave California. I knew my mother needed and wanted a fresh start. 
I knew she wanted a better education that I was receiving in Cerritos. And yet, I still 
wasn’t ready.  I wasn’t ready to leave. 	  
 Standing in my grandfather’s apartment with the ugly brown carpets, I am 
still not ready to leave. I want to hold the drawing. I do want it to let it go. She is 
standing by my side. My protector. My sister. I see her one more time. But the walls 
are re-appearing. The brown carpet is fading away. I try running. Grabbing her by 
the hand. Rushing through the hallways. I do not let go. Trying to find a place of 
safety for us both. But I can feel the sweat pouring from the back of my neck. The 
constant white noise from the fan is in the background. And she and the drawing are 
gone.  	  
  	  
*****	  	  
Ghosts rush all around me	  
My vision blurred 	  
By their opaque presence	  
Swirling  	  
Distorting reality. 	  
Fragmenting reality. 	  
Or.	  
Is reality clouding them?	  
Are they reality? 	  
Is reality only a ghost? 	  	  
I struggle to capture air in my lungs. 	  
I struggle to locate what I am seeing. 	  
Their spectral presence	  
Blinds. 	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I must learn to hold my breath	  
I must learn to feel my way around 	  
Feel the unknown 	  
In order to name it. 	  	  
Do not	  
Fear	  
The 	  
Ghosts 	  	  
My mother and I walked off the airplane wearing shorts and flips flops amongst a sea of 
flannel, grunge, grey, and black. Immediately sticking out with our neon colors, jelly shoes, and 
brown bodies at baggage claim. It was late October. No snow. Only downpour rain. We arrived not 
knowing what we walked into. Or realizing exactly what we had left behind. 	  
I couldn’t find Gabrielle’s drawing. I looked everywhere. In my luggage. In the boxes we 
packed. In my mother’s belongings. Foraging through the bits and pieces of our former lives. The 
picture frames and summer clothes. It could not be found. Lost forever to the tides of time. But I 
wasn’t alone in my grief. My mother’s engagement ring to my father was also gone. One of the last 
remnants connecting her to my father (other than myself) lost in the move. I could hear her crying 
in the bedroom after frantically looking through her jewelry. The ring, a double bypass Akoya pearl 
ring placed in yellow gold, was unique as her relationship with my father. Set in the same band but 
never connecting in an eternal embrace—rather set apart sitting side by side. Two pearls not as one. 
Two pearls as equals.  I had played with the ring frequently before the move. Placing it on my ring 
finger, pretending to be wedded to my future partner. The ring fit perfectly as my mother’s fingers 
and small and delicate, only requiring a 4 ¾ ring size. Even as a child I recognized it as unique, not 
like the diamonds or precious stones that other women wore on their hands. No. My mother chose 
a pearl—a symbol of beauty, rarity, and femininity. Her ring illustrated to me that true beauty takes 
time to cultivate and comes through naturally, not through mass production or artificial 
constructions of supply and demand. Yes. A diamond lasts forever. But pearls are timeless. I 
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coveted her ring more than anything I “owned.” Wearing it with pride. Wearing it with hope that 
one day maybe my parents would be back together and she would be wearing it as a legitimate 
symbol of their marriage. But alas, that dream came crashing down as soon as I realized that the ring 
could not be found. Dissolving all the hope that I still secretly reserved for my parents 
reconciliation. Yes, we left Washington for a new beginning. A new life that would redirect our 
futures and discard our pasts. But I didn’t realize that this new beginning required a sacrifice—a 
sacrifice of those people and items that we held most closely. Her ring. My grandfather. Our community. 
Our people. 	  
Ghosts and Home	  
The desert and the sun haunt my thoughts. My body filled with its ghosts. I yearn to be back. I 
yearn to feel the sun on my skin. The warmth of the rays. I sit here. Next to the window, playing 
back memories of the swimming pool and the beach in my head. Looking out the window imagining 
sand where puddles form. I turn my attention away from the ground to the window. Observing the 
rain bead on the glass. Streaming down from gravity like the tears on my face. I sit in our house. I 
know it is ‘our’ home. But it is not ‘our’ home. Home is California. Home is my grandfather. I sit. 
Pondering my place. Pondering my displacement. Searching for a reminder. Searching for a friend. 
To bring me back home. 	  
Generally, one thinks that it’s they who abandon one’s home. True, this is often the case. 
Here, the abandoned stays where it is, and the abandoning agent is the one to depart. This holds true 
when a home abandons it occupant. In other words, when a home bans its occupant, we have 
haunting. The ghost stays in its place, and it’s the home that leaves. Of course, the physical space 
doesn’t change. What changes is that the designation of home ceases to mean home. This is why we 
say that the ghost continues to return to a place which is no longer its home. The ghost must return 
to the site of the traumatic abandonment to seek its freedom from the place. Ghosts are beings in 
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search of a freedom from a place to which they no longer belong, that place in which they 
continually find themselves. In order to attain this freedom, they need be released from the place 
into which they have been banned. The ghost can only be released if it finds a new home or is no 
longer banned from its home, a home which has changed place.	  
As as a child, I know the feelings of abandonment and haunting. I try to make sense of my 
place. I search for anything that will connect me to my past. A drawing. A ring. A feeling. I search 
and find nothing. I am alone. Yes, I have my mother. But she too is lost. I must be strong for the 
both of us. I must not let her know how I feel. We have to make this work. There is no going back. 
There is no back for us. Our home has been destroyed there. We must survive here. We must 
rebuild. We must find a new home. We must release our ghosts. 	  
As an adult, I know the feelings of abandonment and haunting. In January 2015 I return 
home. Or rather return to my mother’s new house—her dream house on five acres on Camano 
Island, Washington. She is excited to see me, but also for me to take ‘my stuff back’: my golf clubs, 
yearbooks, fifth grade art portfolio, and the photos. As a child I was obsessed with our family photos. 
Always buying a disposable camera at the grocery store before big family events (because we could 
never afford a ‘real’ one). I return home to not only spend time with my mother, but to answer their 
calls—the ghosts, the photos. Since starting this project I’ve asked my mother to send them to me, but 
her answer was always no, “You must come get them yourself.” So two years almost to the day to 
which my grandmother had shared her story to me, I finally lay my eyes on our past. My mother’s 
first wedding. My grandfather’s obituary. My sixth birthday party in Cerritos, California. My face 
hurts from the joy. Smiling ear to ear, each photo recalls a memory. And in this moment I can’t help 
but remember Ruth Behar’s (2007) words in her book An Island Called Home: 	  
“Our family moved from Poland and Russia and Turkey to Cuba in the 1920s, and 
from Cuba to Israel to New York to Miami in the 1960s and 1970s. And the 
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photographs traveled with us. In those days photographs were made to last and they 
withstood our uprootings with hardly a rip or a tear. I marveled at how beautiful we 
had been in Cuba—we were beautiful then, because all of us, including my great-
grandparents, Abraham and Hannah, were young and our faces shone with hope. In 
the afterlife, our post-Cuba life, we were traumatized and scarred, but the 
photographs remained as pristine as the day they were taken. Stashed in disorderly 
piles in cardboard boxes, except for my parents’ wedding photographs that remained 
immaculate in a sturdy album, these pictures were a substitute for the Cuba I longed 
to see with my own eyes but couldn’t” (12). 	  
I too searched through the cemeteries of our past. The one clear plastic tub and the four  
disintegrating cardboard boxes shoved away in the garage and guest bedroom. I hadn’t been home 
for two hours, and already I was submerged elbows deep into our family photographs. From 
California to Washington, from Everett to Marysville to Everett to Lake Stevens to Seattle, I forced 
my mother to keep these old ‘relics’. And now here we were, eleven years later, reunited. I couldn’t 
help but touch them all. Touch my ghosts. Acknowledging their existence and our shared past. I 
glance over the photos and see the one of me and our dog Sauna in front of the Grand Ave house, 
the first house we lived in when we moved to Washington. I’m wearing my favorite white cowboy 
boots given to me from my father, one of his gifts before we moved. I’m smiling, posing next to the 
dog. But what the viewer doesn’t realize is that I’m latching on to her collar so she doesn’t run away. 
What the viewer doesn’t realize is that I’m still yearning to move back to California. The smile is not 
one of hope, but of pain. Grimacing at our new environment. I remember the day like it is yesterday. 
As a witness to the photographs, I live between and beyond the memories. 	  
 It has taken me more than eleven years—in some cases even longer—to set my eyes on 
these photos. Photos of happy times like me learning how to fish on the piers at Mukilteo. Photos 
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of my mother and I exploring the ice caves of Washington. Photos of our family, my aunts and 
cousins, slowly moving from California to Washington. I look at these photos and want to go travel 
back in time. Wanting to reconnect with my childhood self and tell her to stay strong. To smile 
through the pain. But I know I can’t. All I can do is touch the photos and remember the 
ghosts…thinking that “maybe if I stare at them long enough, I’d remember something of my lost 
childhood” (Behar, 2007, 13). That maybe if I stared at them long enough we could communicate 
and tell our stories to one another. That maybe we could still save one another from dislocation, and 
whole again. 	  
	  
Summoning the Dead	  
Living in a tiny two-bedroom house in Everett, Washington, my mother and I slowly 
adjusted to our new environment. Making familiar the odd creaks in the wood. The sounds of 
silence in the neighborhood. Unlike my grandfather’s apartment where you could hear the cars on 
the street and the neighbors yelling, the house grew silent. A silence that crawled into bed with you 
before the night’s end.  I couldn’t sleep. Any foreign sound—a bang, a clink, a clank—activated an 
immediate reaction of fear. I yearned for the city noise. The honking. The muddled voices. The 
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concrete jungle. I grew increasingly suspicious of the surrounding space. The shadows on the wall. 
The exact position of the closet door. Did it move? Did I move it? A child’s imagination knows no 
boundaries. Yet, this very imagination and perception-- this heightened sense of space-- wasn’t just 
child’s play. It wasn’t just overactive insomnia. It was my grandfather’s lessons from the streets of 
East Los Angeles, Watts, and Compton. It was my survival skills in full throttle. Serving as practice. 
Practice with mapping. Practice with reading space. Observing. Watching. Understanding. I 
remember my grandfather’s lessons. I remember my past. I start in my bedroom. Reading the room. 
Questioning placement. Should I have put that there? Where would it be most useful?  I begin moving my 
bedroom furniture almost once a week. Moving the bed from one wall to another well. Was this its 
place?  I image myself as an architect. Drawing my blueprints as exactly and precisely as possible. My 
mother couldn’t understand my obsession. Or my hoarding of the tape measurers. But I was on a 
mission. A mission whose reasoning and purpose hid in the shadows and the silence. Waiting for me 
to discover it. Waiting for me to name it. 	  
I began to scrutinize space and spatial perceptions from then on. Starting with my bedroom. 
Working my way to the other rooms of the house, the kitchen with the 1970s laminate butter yellow 
floor. The bathroom with glass doors that I practiced math equations on its steamy surface. The 
outdoor handicap ramp leading to our front door. My eyes and senses examined every detail. Every flaw. I 
let myself get lost in the moment as I read the space. Trying to understand my orientation and place 
within it. I begin to take stock and inventory of what belonged and what didn’t. I begin to let myself 
trust my other senses. Not just relying on my eyes, the visual make up of the scenery, but the entire 
sensual composition of the space. The smells. The taste. The touch. The sounds. I breakdown the 
saltwater in the air. Memorizing the feeling it ushers. I breakdown the silence in the room. Listening to 
its rhythmic humming. I deconstruct their affective qualities. Their haunting presence. 	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I found myself in this new environment, writing more and more. Crafting a love between 
me, the paper, and the pen. Writing allowed me to express my voice.  My creativity.  And most 
importantly, my opinion. I saved, and saved, and saved, my weekly allowance money to purchase a 
journal with white kittens sitting in snow on the cover in order to refine my writing skills. Almost 
everyday I wrote. Wrote scary stories about two twin sisters who sacrificed themselves at a haunted 
house in order to remain together as ghosts.2 I wrote about people I met. Places I observed. 
Experiences that left a mark on my soul. I wrote about California. About my grandfather. And about 
imaginary futures. I wrote to break the silence my family tried to instill in me. To let me live and 
operate in a fantasy world where people spoke their mind and lived without fear of retribution. I 
wrote to express my personal truths and to illuminate the world in which I knew it. The words on 
the page reflected virgin observations: not yet polluted with pressures of ‘academic form’ or 
conventional logics. Rather, my writing was my writing.  My tongue. My hand. My eyes. And my voice.  
These words helped me name what I experienced as a young Chicana. Even at my young age, my 
sentences acted as an extension of my corporeal knowledge: an intertwining expression of mind, 
heart, and body. My words plummeted onto paper with weight and feeling. Back in those days 
writing served as a liberatory practice-- a space that ‘talked back’ to my family and force that 
encouraged my scholastic endeavors. My writing brought me home. A place that wasn’t just four walls 
and a roof. But a place inside myself where I belong. A place where I, and my body, made sense. A 
place that didn’t discipline me.  But allowed me to grow and develop my skills. It was my secret. 	  
Second to my writing, but equally important in my life was school. Education symbolized a 
venue where I could express myself. And as long as I followed its rules and values, emancipation 
from silence would be guaranteed. School quickly represented a place not only where I could 
showcase my writing skills but also where I felt the most comfortable speaking up—a space for 	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  	  2 True story. I had a vivid imagination as a child. Something that I wrote about as a child, would scare the hell out of me 
as an adult. 	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discovery and dialogue. In those days the institution of education bolstered my creativity. Little did I 
know that what I was ‘doing’ (i.e. writing about my experience) was actually creating theory. Back 
then I didn’t know about bell hooks, Michael Foucault, Cherrie Moraga, or other theorists—but 
what I did know is that words mattered; Not maybe to others, but they mattered to me because they 
made sense of my world. My words named my truths: to help me see and understand the messiness of life.	  
At school I succeed like never before. Quickly befriending my peers and teachers. My secret is 
quickly realized by others. I come home with gold stars on my writing. Smiley faces on my drawings. I 
wake up wanting to go to school. And fall asleep exited for the next day. I pick out my clothes the 
night before so I know exactly what to wear—so I may cut down on useless time and get to school 
earlier. Weekends are boring, as I only want to go back to school. My actions express my love. And I 
am heavily awarded—student of the month, over and over again.  My peers support my success. I 
feel accepted. I feel like I belong. Not only to myself, and to my own little world. But to an actual place. A 
place that has walls. A place that I can touch. I place that will provide shelter. 	  
I am happy. I am in love.	  
In love with myself and in the world that I live in.	  
My mother’s relief is written over her face. She exhales. “Since my mother did not want [me] 
to go through what she had experienced, she often reminded [me] how important it was to get our 
education and a professions so that if [my] husband became ill or turned out to be sin vergüenza, 
literally a person without shame, [I] could leave [my] marriage and support [myself]” (Lopez, 2011, 
72).  She would smile and kiss my cheek before I walked the two blocks to Jackson Elementary from 
our house. Yet, my ‘home’ isn’t fully a happy home. I do not fully belong. As much as I try to mimic 
and perform what is expected of me, expected of a good student, I fail. Not because of my 
performance. But because I can never fully be included. My body serves as a reminder in the real, 
that the ghosts of racism are truly never ghosts—but live among us in the present. 	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It is art day in Mrs. Overstreet’s second grade class. Our assignment for the hour is to paint a self-
portrait for our parents. We all gather around the art supplies. Picking our colors and brushes. I 
walk back to my isle, excited to make my mother a gift. I begin to outline my hair. My body. And 
my clothes.  I make sure to draw our dog, Cassaundra in the background. She will sure love that. I 
begin to start filling in the color. First purple for my shirt. White for my shoes. Blue for my jeans. I 
then start to paint my neck and my face....	  
“Shantel, what are you doing?” I hear Mrs. Overstreet ask. 	  
“I’m painting myself,” I exclaim in joy. 	  
“NO.NO.NO. THAT paint is WAY TOO light for your skin. We will have to find you 
another paint color to work with. Or make you one.”	  
“But this is the same color that everyone else choose.” 	  
I look innocently back at her. But I am taken back to the paint supplies. I can feel all of my 
classmates’ eyes on me. Surveying my body. I see in their eyes that something has changed. That I 
am not ‘one of them.’ I am different. My color is different. I am marked as different. Mrs. 
Overstreet cannot find my paint. We have to make a new one. I walk back to my isle and stare at 
myself in the mirror. I too see myself as different than before. Who was this person? A stranger in 
the mirror. I feel ashamed. While I had noticed that I was different than my mother and my father, 
this realization didn’t yet infiltrate the classroom. My holy space. 	  	  
I don’t want to finish the painting. 	  
I am an imposter within my own skin. Who is this person? I knew I was different. But I 
didn’t realize it (Sedgwick, 2003). The classroom changes. Although same walls. Although same 
people. The space. The feeling is different. How could this be? How could my sanctuary rupture? I 
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try to recapture the old feelings. The good feelings. The feelings of happiness. I ignore the bad 
feelings. Exhaling. But they won’t go away….	  
 I take a look at myself. And accept the inevitable. I am not the person who I thought I was. I 
am not a reflection of my peers. I am me. A half-Mexican, half-Irish hybrid. A body darker than 
most of my friends. But lighter than others. I look around and take notice. Not just of my presence. 
But also of my absence. Absence of people who look like me, teaching me. Absence of people who 
look like me, in the books that I read. Absence of people who look like me, brought in for career 
day. Where do I belong? Where are my people? I take notice and take note. Is this where I am 
needed? I this where I belong in the future? Will it get better in middle school? High school? 
College? Will there be more of me there? 	  
While there is confusion in the classroom, there is chaos at home. My mother can’t hold a 
job down. She doesn’t know what she wants to do in life. Florist. Bartender. Retail manager. She 
tries on jobs like clothes. Quickly discarding the ones she doesn’t like. She re-marries a Boeing 
mechanical engineer, thinking it would bring stability to our lives. But she was wrong. He is part of 
the union, and every couple of years the contract goes up for strike. He never scabs. Always part of 
the picketing line. Taking me to experience the power of unions and community. But strikes also 
bring poverty. During these times, it was all hands on deck. I tried my best to provide. Making 
jewelry that I can sell on the neighborhood sidewalks. My mother would work multiple jobs just to 
make sure our bills were paid. I would never see her. Always gone before I left for school. Always 
gone when I came home. I learned to take care of myself. Making paper dolls out of bridal 
magazines. Playing cards by myself. Using my imagination to play multiple people at Monopoly. I 
dreamt of being at school. In a place where there was structure. A place where I could count on 
seeing the people who I loved. 	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During non-strike times, life was still unstable. We constantly moved—Everett to Marysville, 
Marysville back to Everett, Everett to Lake Stevens. And although we stayed in Lake Stevens there 
was always talk about moving elsewhere. But my step-father relished in our waves of wealth in non 
strike years. Buying ski boats. Selling ski boats. Buying dirt bikes. Selling dirt bikes. Buying sports 
car. The list goes on. I could tell my mother both enjoyed the excitement, but was also annoyed with 
the purchases. Her face still reeling from the last strike. It took more of a toll on her, than any of us. 
When we bought the house in Lake Stevens, she was torn. The house was ugly. Worn down from 
time. But the school district was better than the one in which I was enrolled. I knew she wanted a 
better education for me. And the baby boy growing inside of her. She wanted better for the both of 
us. Yet, that cost was more than she imaged. 	  
Our house was always under construction. Which was a perfect metaphor for the times lived 
there. Trying to fix a home that formerly belonged to my step-father’s family that they rented for 
years to strangers. Now our ‘project’ to finish. From ripping out the green carpets downstairs, the 
brown carpets upstairs, to painting, to kitchen renovation, the entire six years I lived there the house 
was never complete, never finished. My bedroom was a work in progress for five years. I was always 
trying to move the furniture to make it feel more ‘homey’—a space that felt like an extension of 
myself. For my sixteenth birthday, my mom and step-dad decided that my birthday present would be 
a ‘complete’ bedroom. I think partially so I would stop moving furniture around and bothering 
them. They painted it two shades of blue and bought me a new queen sized bed. But the rest of the 
house remained in construction. 	  
I woke one ordinary morning and she was gone. My mother. At age sixteen, my mother 
abandoned my brother and I. Our family. It was more than she could take. But she couldn’t take us. 
She made that perfectly clear. Her baths no longer afforded her comfort. She felt the walls cave in 
on her. I took notice of the signs. The yelling. Him sleeping on the couch. Her not coming home. 
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But I still couldn’t believe it. She left us there. My brother too young to fully realize what was happening. 
Only age five. I still grieve and mourn these memories. Recalling pain and shame. Was it something 
I did? Or didn’t do? I learn to cry in silence. To never let myself appear vulnerable. I have learned 
from these moments. To never cry in front of my brother. I must show strength. I must show him 
that everything will be alright. Even if I don’t know that it will. “Like other children forced to grow 
up before their time, I tried to be the perfect daughter, mature beyond my years, and become hyper 
vigilant about other people’s needs while ignoring my own” (Lopez, 2011, 72). I stayed to be the 
perfect daughter. To show strength when all I wanted to do was break down. But I was a 
Martinez—I couldn’t show the pain. Like the smile I posed as a little girl holding our dog, I smiled 
through the darkest days: “to maintain our sanity and perform our culturally mandated roles, we 
abandon our bodies, suppress our rage and pain, bearing witness to our own pain” ( The Latina 
Feminist Group, 2011, 263). I internalized all the pain and feelings wrapped in abandonment in 
order protect the ones I loved. Even if it cost me the most. 	  
She left us at the house. The home renovations finally completed. The space was beautiful 
inside and out. Brazilian cherry wood floors. Remodeled kitchen. Polished wrap around deck with 
180 degree view of the mountains. But it was only a house. Not a home. I don’t think my mother left 
thinking she was abandoning us. I think in her heart, one day she would come back and take us with 
her. But it never happened. As much as I begged to come live with her, she responded that it wasn’t 
the right time. I was sixteen and a high school senior. I stayed and lived in what was now my step-dad’s 
house. Not feeling like I belonged. That my presence and body served as a constant reminder of the 
ghost of my mother. And their failed marriage. I could tell in his eyes. All the anger and pain he 
harbored for her. That those words he wanted to tell her. He told me. I wanted to live anywhere but 
there. But I stayed because I had nowhere else to go. I also did not want to abandon my little 
brother. Although I knew he would be okay with his dad. I didn’t want to enact the same emotional 
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violence as my mother. I had to be better than her. I had to stay. Even if each day grew more 
painful. To this day, this is the longest time I have ever lived in one place without moving. Those 
days I found myself dreaming of the floods taking just me away. Away from the pain. Away from the 
exile. Away from the displacement.                	  
In those times I did what I knew to do best: I poured myself into school. My faithful 
sanctuary. My ever-loving refuge. Even though I was already a star student, every bit of energy and 
focus went into my education. I knew that my good, old faithful refuge and friend would house me. 
Would protect me from the chaos of the outside world. It wouldn’t abandon me. So, I joined every 
club that I could. Played varsity sports. Enrolled in extra courses. Participated in student leadership 
activities. Mentored at-risk students struggling in school (even though, I myself was at-risk). I did 
everything to mask the pain. To paint a picture of normativity. Not to fill my resume for potential 
college applications. I did everything that I could to not return home—to my step dad’s house. But 
still something was amiss. I was beginning to take notice that my good ol’ friend, my refuge, had 
changed too. That we both shared battle scars. 	  
But what once was my pure sanctuary where I could fully express myself through writing, 
learning, and critical thinking, had transformed. New instructions on how to be a faithful member of 
the congregation. The sermon: the new testament of writing and learning. As standardized tests became the 
rule of scholastic measurement, my relationship with both changed. Writing, learning, knowledge 
and school morphed from a safe haven to a boring chore. And as such, a new form of silence arose. 
No longer was writing an intimate lover who I shared my fears, goals and aspirations with. But was 
now a promiscuous partner who expected me to turn a blind eye to her adulterous actions: no longer 
was freedom of expression valued. Instead notions of singular meaning and interpretations were 
stressed in the classroom.  Rather than experimenting in different writing styles, cultivating my 
voice, or cementing my passion for writing, I soon learned that in order to pass ‘the test’ I needed to 
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write in standard composition: the five paragraph essay, thesis at the beginning of the introduction, 
no curse words, etc. Instead of challenging this instruction, I stayed quiet. I thought to myself, school 
always presented what is best for me so why speak up now? What would be the point of speaking out? Would I be 
labeled a ‘bad’ student for challenging the teacher’s expertise on the subject? Reflecting back on those days, I 
wish I had stayed true to my embodied knowledge to say something. To stand up against the erasure 
of alternative writing approaches. But I didn’t. I didn’t want to rebuke the teacher. The same person 
who originally encouraged my imagination. My critical thinking skills. My house of worship. My 
home. Subsequently, the very institution that initially encouraged me to write and discover my voice, 
now commanded a certain censorship where non-compliance was not an option if success was 
desired. And because I couldn’t imagine myself without writing, my one true love, I was determined 
to do whatever possible to keep her and not let her go. Plus my home life was such a mess, I had 
nowhere else to go. I had nowhere else to turn. I felt like I had no options. Only holding on to a 
promise of the future. A promise of college. A promise of escape. A promise of a different 
education. A different life. One where I was in control of what I learned. Of what I wrote. Of what 
I loved. Of what made me happy. I would survive. I would rebuild my home. 	  
At the end of my senior year in high school, when students are becoming closer with their 
families before they say their goodbyes and leave for college, I lived between the houses of my step-
father and my friends. I knew this was not ‘norm’ for high school seniors. But it was the best 
situation for myself. I look back at these days and I am surprised how well I coped and survived. I 
was an honors student. Worked part-time. Was a varsity athlete. A mentor and volunteer for 
elementary students. A tutor for my peers. A daughter. A sister. A girlfriend. I performed all of these 
roles while living in between various residences. Between spaces and people. My life blurred as much 
as it did when I first moved to Washington. But I was no longer a little girl. I had to grow up 
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quickly. I had to forge ahead even if I didn’t know what was around the other side. But I longed to form 
a home of my own. A place that was permanent and not transitory. A place that I could lay roots in. 	  
Touching Ghosts	  
Can a ghost be touched? In order to answer this question, we need to understand what it 
means to touch and to be touched. The skin is the organ of touch. Unlike all the other senses, 
touching is the one that involves a transformation of the object being sensed. When one touches, 
one is at the same time touched. For instance, I cannot touch an object without that object touching 
me back. When I touch, I remain distinct from the object I touch. But through contact, the 
boundaries representing the point of contact become coterminous throughout the action of 
touching.  To bring together boundaries of the self and the other is what it means to touch. Thus, 
we can see where this leaves us with our question with regard to the ghost. The ghost not only can 
be touched, but it simultaneously transcends touch as the ghost can be the other that can pass 
through the self. For the ghost, the skin is an irrelevant matter. The ghost has no skin and is not 
bound by the skin of its other. As such, ghosts disrupt and disturb all boundaries and static 
categories we take for granted (Holland, 2000). And in doing so, create liminal spaces—conditions-- 
of possibility. 	  
 Through my photographs and story, I’ve traveled back, communicated with, and touched 
my ghosts. Although I have lost Gabrielle’s drawing, it remains still with me as the dead won’t let us 
go (Behar, 2007, 41)—just as we sometimes cannot let the dead go. It is hard to let the pain go. The 
sadness of leaving family and friends behind in California for an unknown and unhomely 
environment. The pain of childhood innocence lost in the classroom and at home. The pain from 
remembering all that I have tried so hard to forget. “As we give testimony, our bodies awaken, 
revealing our llagas (wounds) and our joys…Healing begins as we begin to re/member the violations, 
as we give voice to the atrocities committed in the name of love, and as we name the traumatic 
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events that marked our lives. As we make our secrets public, we reclaim our bodies and spirits” (The 
Latina Feminist Group, 2011, 263). Ghosts have no skin, but we/I do. And for as long as I have 
attempted to write this chapter, my always went cold as I tried to swallow the lump in my throat to 
write these words. To share my papelitos guardados. I had to remember that stories “mean nothing 
when you have no one to share them with” (Hernádez Avila, 2011, 299). That I needed to speak 
from these wounds in order to be healed from the traumatic events of the past. For too long the 
ghosts stalked me, only for me to realize that they were reaching out to be released from the same 
pain. It is now that I see how they too didn’t want to be left behind wounded in the dark. 	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Part IV	  	  
Pale as a ghost: 	  
Performing and re-presenting (in)visibility in academia	  	  	  
I hate the smell of artificial apple cinnamon air fresheners.	  
August 2014: Sitting in my car. 	  
Target—only one within a 60-mile radius. 	  
Third week of August. 	  
Back to school season. 	  
Hell on Earth week. 	  
I brave the sea of incoming college students and their lost parents one more 
time. Mentally preparing myself in my car, I think to myself, this is the last time. This 
has to be the last year. This has to be my last year. I walk in and survey the landscape 
like a hawk: bodies all in disarray as if the apocalypse has finally arrived. Shelves are 
barren landscapes of what they once stored. Heated voices at the cash register: How 
much is that?  Do you really need it? Its that fun time of the year again folks. 	  
I know the drill. 	  
Like a snake, I slyly shift my body between the bickering parents and the 
clearance mini-fridges with my eye on the prize: dish soap and Febreeze. Rushing 
through the aisles with the last available handcart, my elbows are out and I am 
prepared for battle. Arriving at my desired destination, I’m shocked at what I see—
or rather what I don’t see—Febreeze. None. Zip. Zero. All sold out. Must choose an 
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alternative as time is running out in the express item lane. Randomly reaching at the 
different air fresheners, I spray indiscriminately. Fresh cotton. Passion Paradise. 
Pumpkin spice. I think I have made my decision. But from the corner of my eye I 
spot a red limited edition Glade bottle. Without thinking I spray the scent. 	  
Apple cinnamon. 	  
Apple f’ing cinnamon. 	  
My body quivers as the flashbacks blaze in my mind. I’ve sprayed open Pandora’s box. 
Closing my eyes I see it—I see her. Smiling. Full of life and passion. She has the 
world in the palm of her hand with so much opportunity. Endless energy. Endless 
drive. Flashes of scholarship money. Study abroads in foreign lands. Late night 
drinking with friends. Opening my eyes, I look at the incoming student’s faces, but I 
only see her face. I close my eyes again. Thinking of anything that will let me forget 
and ignore her. But she will not leave. Her ghost is back. The handcart slams on the 
ground with the dish soap. Startled, my eye jolts open. My death grip has failed me. 
Looking up my eyes met theirs—the strangers who have now taken notice of my 
behavior. Next thing I know, I am then blinded by the daylight as I walk out of 
Target. Where is the dish soap? My hands are empty except with my car keys. 	  
Sitting in the driver seat with hands shaking, I ask myself what happened. 
Trying to forget her. Trying to forget what happened. Do I go back inside to get 
what I came for? Or walk away? I start driving home and look in the driver’s mirror. 
I see her again. 	  
Her face is my face. 	  
She is me. 	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She is my ghost. 	  
My ghost of who I was. My undergraduate self. 	  
December 2005: Seattle, Washington. In my room at my aunt Tracy’s house. 	  
Moving boxes from floor to ceiling. 	  
Just arrived to my new ‘home’. 	  
Ripping the moving tape away from the cardboard box like a crazy woman, I 
can’t find it. My old friend. The air freshener. Where can it be? I remember packing it 
into the same box as my office supplies. But it isn’t there. Frantically opening all the 
boxes, I cannot find it. Sweat dripping from my pores, I can feel the anxiety start to 
kick in. I’ll just have to run to Target and get a new one. I grab the keys, jump in the car that 
I bought with my scholarship money, and in 13.5 minutes flat I walk through the 
automated doors of my favorite big box store. Eyes glued to my phone as I text my 
friends to see where we are going to meet up later that night, I’ve arrived to my 
desired destination: cleaning supplies and air fresheners. Without hesitation I pick up 
my favorite scent: apple cinnamon. As I touch the packaging my anxiety immediately 
starts to die down. The sweat on my face starts to dry. I’m saved. 	  
Back at Tracy’s house, I struggle with the plastic packaging. My hands 
shaking as I try to rip open my favorite addiction. Finally bursting open, I plug my 
trusty friend into the wall. I exhale. My nose begins to detect the warm and nurturing 
scent in the air. All the apple cinnamon goodness fills the room and my soul. I 
exhale. Everything will be ok. My addiction is back at bay. I close my eyes and I can feel 
the room’s walls beginning to change—twisting and turning with new comfort and 
identity. 	  
This is home. 	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Everything will find its place. 	  
I will find my place. 	  
My eyes still close, I can see all of my past homes. White walls. Blue walls. Carpet. Hardwood 
floors. All different space. And yet all the same. My apple cinnamon air freshener always by 
my side—reminding me that it was my space. My home. The air freshener is the one item that 
remains the same in these spaces. It is a reflection of myself—the one thing that stays the 
same even in world full of change and chaos. I open my eyes and think to myself, I may have 
moved more than any of my friends, but I know who I am. Everything is different, but I will remain 
the same: driven, passionate, and grounded. How could I fail at this? I know who I am. 	  
October 2014: At my desk. 	  
Writing my dissertation revisions. 	  
Classical music playing in the background.	  
Honeysuckle Glade plug-in fills the room with sweet aroma.	  
Vivie wants up so she can use my desk as her sniper post to hunt squirrels. 
She cries and whimpers to no avail. I have to write. I need my space. Grazing my skin 
with her nails, I brush her off and say no. But she doesn’t listen. Crying and now 
growling for my attention. I ignore her. Breathing in the honeysuckle air freshener, I 
try to remember and forget at the same time. Who am I? Where will I go? Where are my 
next steps? I wish I was her—my confident undergraduate self who could accomplish 
anything she wanted. Where did she go? Why am I not her anymore? When did she 
die? Why can’t I play the game anymore? 	  
I try not to think about her that often. Stopping the flashbacks as the 
depression and self-loathing start to set in, and the anxiety and disappointment ignite 
my PTSD. Through the years I have rid myself of everything of hers: photos, 
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clothes, awards, stories, experiences. They are all a figment of my imagination. Only 
existing another time and place. That of history and the past, and there is no room 
for them in the present or future. But she fights me. She wants to be known. She 
wants to be felt. She wants to live. After six years of battling my ghost/myself, the air 
freshener wins. 	  
She is here. 	  
Scents, Spaces, Shame and the Condition of Possibility	  	  
There are things that are purely positive--such as a pleasant scent filling the room that is 
otherwise free of scent. Though the pleasant scent may be only temporary, during the moment it’s 
enjoyable. Its presence is pleasant; its absence isn’t necessarily unpleasant, just not enjoyed. 
“Pleasantness and atmosphere do not occur, they have to be created, that is, they result from action 
or intentional behavior” (Pennartz, 1999, 99). For example, air fresheners mask unpleasant odors 
that may be persistent. Like touch, scents are spatial as we’re forced to interact with them when 
we’re in a space, and can take us back to those older spaces in the form of memory. And like ghosts, 
scents bring us back, forcing us to confront our pasts—the ghosts of ourselves, ghosts who we may 
wish to be as ephemeral as scents. Scents like the ghosts, seem inescapable.	  
Like scents, ghosts are confined to spaces. We cannot close our noses as we can shut our 
eyes or plug our ears. Ghosts, once remembered cannot be unremembered, for though forgetting 
may happen on its own, we have no capacity to forget willfully. Just as when we close our noses, we 
suffocate, closing ourselves to what we remember of ourselves brings us closer to death. We are, 
after all, who we remember ourselves to be. But this causes trouble if who we remember ourselves 
to be is the cause of trauma, if who we remember ourselves to be is the source of shame. But in 
what ways can shame be the stuff of trauma?	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  One cannot feel shame unless one is fully exposed and aware of the gaze of the other 
(Ahmed, 2014). In other words, there’s no shame if one can remain hidden, or if the other is 
unaware of one’s existence (Ahmed, 2014). Thus, the experience of esteem can quickly turn to the 
occasion of shame, for esteem itself also implies that one is fully exposed and aware of the gaze of 
the other. In fact, we may go as far as to say that the experience of esteem has the occasion of 
shame as its condition of possibility. Why am I esteemed? Why am I one who should be emulated? I 
am these things only as long as I’ve avoided the occasion of shame. And further, I must forever be 
avoiding this occasion to maintain my position of esteem. It’s in this way that esteem can feel 
oppressive.	  
  For instance, to be put on a pedestal is esteem building. But esteem itself is something that 
only masks the odious odor of shame. There’s no escaping shame, only the covering over of shame 
with esteem. Yet esteem is ephemeral. It only lasts as long as I’m able to maintain the status of being 
esteemed-- and this is difficult work since I must remain exposed and under the gaze of the other. 
Esteem isn’t pleasant in and of itself. And we should note that to chase esteem is to install shame as 
a condition of possibility. Esteem can be oppressive in a hegemonic way because we are conditioned 
to seek it though it causes us to identify it against ourselves, for it makes it necessary that we be 
subjects of shame first. The ghosts of formerly esteemed selves push us into shame when we have 
not maintained the masking esteem.	  
Apple cinnamon may have been pleasant, but now it only serves as a shaming reminder of 
things past. In the confined space of the academy, we need not a masking fragrance but something 
to eliminate odors. But they were out of Febreze.	  
Blood is Thicker than Water	  
After high school, I immediately moved to the city of Seattle to attend the University of 
Washington. Although I didn’t stop moving once I arrived in Seattle, it felt like home. It felt like I 
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belonged. I immediately am drawn to the surrounding bodies of water: Lake Union, Lake 
Washington, Portage Bay, Puget Sound, Elliot Bay, Shilshole Bay, Golden Gardens, and Greenlake. 
Whenever I have a bad day I walk to the Ballard locks, watching the boats go in and out of the city. 
During the summer I observe the salmon return. Jumping through the water in anticipation and 
excitement to return to their homes to lay their eggs and to create life. The Ballard Locks, or the 
Hiram M. Chittenden locks as they are formally titled, is my favorite place in Seattle. I often watch 
how they utilized the water levels to drop and raise boats in order to cross the canals—mastering the 
very resource that previously denied transport.  As the water levels rise and fall, fresh water mixes 
and is exchanged with salt water. I couldn’t help but think of my own past, present, and future 
mixing and exchanging like the ebbs and flows of the currants. Rising and failing to harbor my fears 
of homelessness, dislocation, and abandonment. 	  
In Seattle I become closer with my aunts. Living with them. Creating our own family units. 
But it isn’t just about family. It is more about creating a place of belonging. A condition of 
possibility. A place of community. Of love. I was living, full with shame from my mother’s 
abandonment—the dark secret I kept concealed from most of my friends and work colleagues. 
While they were off to Target buying items for their freshman year of college, I was back to work so 
I could save money for books and living expenses. Although I was living with family, it didn’t mean 
rent was free. As such, I secretly envy those whose families who were helping them with their 
transition, both monetarily and emotionally. All I want is the same. But I settled with my apple 
cinnamon air freshener to keep me grounded.  	  
At first, I started living with my aunt Robin who is a stern and a disciplinarian. You wouldn’t 
know that she is the youngest of my mom’s sisters. She acts more like the eldest sister when we are 
all together. She is my role model—dedicated to her family. Dedicated to her job. Dedicated to 
always striving for better. While Robin graduated high school, she worked for years before deciding 
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to go to community college for accounting. Working at Starbucks as a barista during the day. 
Crunching numbers at school at night. She is my definition of a Wonder Woman. Constantly saving 
money. She transferred to the University of Washington and finished her degree in Political Science, 
although her heart remained in accounting. After school, she continued working at Starbucks from 
barista all the way up to lead accountant. Outside of school, her accountant persona continues to 
exist. Viewing the world in black in white-- things add up or they don’t. When watching the movie 
Soul Food for the first time, I couldn’t help but visualize her as Vanessa Williams’ character. Stern. 
Smart. Opinionated. Her love is firm with no bullshit. And she will tell you how it is with no sugar 
coating. With only twelve years difference between her and I, our relationship is both strong and 
complicated. Sometimes we act like sisters—painting each other’s nails, cooking together, shopping 
together, talking about boys, going on vacation with each other, and other sisterly outings. Other 
times she strictly enforces her authoritative position as my aunt—telling me how to live my life to 
the smallest detail. Frequently though, the boundaries between sister and aunt are hazy, and I learn 
to traverse the border between the two carefully. Nevertheless, while just starting at the University 
of Washington, she nurtures my education and educational aspirations. Encouraging me to succeed 
with my dreams of going to graduate school and obtaining my PhD. Encouraging me to travel and 
study abroad. She brings me home coffee so I can pull all nighters. Little things to let me know that 
she approves of my decisions. Approves of the way I was engaged with my education. But soon, 
Robin marries and I don’t want to encroach on her newlywed nest. I move out with a friend, but 
that adventure is short lived. Shorty, I find myself looking for new housing. A new place to call 
home. Luckily, my family is there to answer. 	  
Some of my closest friends joke around that my family lives almost too close to each other. And 
I would admit that there is some truth to that statement. After living with Robin in Ballard, and my 
short experiment in Wallingford, I find myself back in Ballard living a mile away from where I 
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previously lived. I moved in with my aunt Tracy and her two small children, Zolton and Darby. 
Again, I find myself recreating my home. Recreating my safe space. I fall back to old habits. 
Designing and re-designing my bedroom. Placement of furniture. Placement of photos and 
memories. Tracy is the second youngest of my mom’s sisters. But unlike Robin who is firm and 
strict, Tracy is a wild child. A hippie. She has experienced issues of drug abuse, domestic violence, 
and mental illness. She is young at heart and lives her life as if there are no consequences to her 
actions. Moving in helped provide balance in her life. We were like ying and yang. Me: studious and 
serious (traits I developed with Robin). And her: carefree and adventurous. Always living through 
her heart, even if it broke frequently. We work out a system: I pay rent and babysit, and she will 
always makes sure there is a hot meal for me when I would get home after work—whether it was a 
six or twelve hour shift. Through our actions, we develop a space where we could both nurture and 
grow. Us both learning together. Living together. My presence affords routine and safety. Her 
presence shows me love and laughter. In that space, I don’t feel like a guest or a roommate. I always 
look forward coming home after a stressful night serving tables or discussing critical theory in the 
classroom. The space that we create heals those stress fractures. 	  
While I lost contact with my mother, my aunts act as my anchors. They keep me in mind as I 
struggle to make them, my family, and myself proud of my educational achievements. They are my 
lifesavers during the rough waters. My beacons of light. Navigating me through the dangerous and 
unfamiliar currents and territories. Our bloodlines are thicker than water. With them by my side, I 
know I can’t fail. But to succeed in the academy, it requires sacrifice. Requires time. Requires me. 
Requires blood. Although confident in my skills, dedication, and love, I have to choose: Choose 
between blood or between home? What would I choose?  
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Chasing Dreams, Chasing Ghosts in the Ivory Tower 
“From the first moment I walked onto the university campus as a freshman in the 
summer of 1981, I knew that this was a place where I could reinvent myself or would 
need to reinvent myself. It was not the there was some self-perceived defective or 
deficient aspect of my identity, or some self-perceived tragic social heritage that I 
carried from home or high school that I would need to disengage. It was just that in 
my Black community the idea of the university was such a reviled idea and 
location—the Ivory Tower with its lofty ideas and concerns that were disconnected 
from the places I called home” (Alexander, 2012, 84). 	  	  
I still remember my first day at the University of Washington. The stomach turning 
excitement. Pride radiating out of my smile of the unlimited possibilities that lay ahead. Study 
abroad? Double major? Double minor? Poly Sci? Philosophy? History? International Studies? As the 
first one in my family that went straight from high school to college, I didn’t know who else to share 
this excitement with. My mother and I are estranged. My best friend is still in high school. My 
boyfriend is battling what I later found out to be drug addiction. I try my best to keep it to myself. 
But I can’t. This is one of the only times in my life that I can be visibly proud of something—an 
achievement—that labeled as bragging in my family. Growing up, although scholastically ambitious, 
I am taught to never speak of my achievements. Never speak of my student of the month awards. 
Science project awards. Scholarships. Golf medals. Student government medals. No. These are only 
shared between my mother and I—even though she always makes sure to send a copy to my dad in 
order to keep him up to date with my progress. But college is different. This is the one time I can tell my 
family. The one time I can say that not only was I accepted to every school I applied to, but also 
received a full academic ride to the University of Washington. Four years of full scholastic support 
	  117	  
as long as my grades surpassed a 3.3 GPA. Everyone in the family is proud. And I am the shining 
star of the family. The one to emulate. To esteem. 	  
So here I am that summer day. Walking off the city bus with my oversized cardigan, black 
flats, and leather messenger bag full of notebooks. I enroll in summer classes before the fall so I may 
get a feel for what is about to happen. My ear-to-ear smile easily outs me as a freshman. In the 
words of Bryant Keith Alexander (2012), I am ready to be reinvented. Not because of a defective 
social background, family, or identity—no--- I am ready to learn. Ready to grow. Ready to develop. I 
embrace knowledge and the academy with open arms. This is where I dreamed to be. To become. 
To be a part of. This is my second family. My home. My refuge. I can’t wait for my first 
assignments. To write. To research. To engage the scholastic community that I had always wanted to 
participate in. But my dreams were far from reality. 	  
In my imagination, transitioning from high school to the University of Washington 
presented an unlimited amount of freedom not only from my family but also in terms of curriculum. 
As the starry-eyed freshman with the faux confidence stemming from high test scores and my 
former teacher’s rave reviews, it came as a shocking surprise when my first college paper returned 
bleeding in red ink. My TA’s comments everywhere—fragment, run-on, too subjective, etc. I sit 
there in shame; feeling like my public school education disabled me. How could this happen? Will I ever 
be good enough? Didn’t I speak their language? With the next paper’s deadline encroaching, I seek help at 
the UW writing center where I learn the ‘proper’ rules of composition. Again, I find myself in the 
same position of having to ‘unlearn’ what I previously held as valid and true in the writing process. 
And like before, I absorb their rules with little criticism due to the belief that a university education 
must know what is best for me – and that as a woman of color I have more to lose by not following 
their rules. Soon my writing reflects clear communication with ‘objective’ tones, standard prose, and 
mechanical accuracy. I write like everyone else with my eye on the prize: the final grade. 	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Overall, my grades remain As, but I couldn’t help but ask at what cost? Every time I write a 
paper I become a different person. As if the person I embodied was not good enough to write. 
Every time I write I silence the voice in the back of my head telling me this was not right-- that deep 
down inside I knew my lived experience and voice was valued somewhere. As school continues, I 
kept trying on different writing styles, trying to mirror and mask my voice, but the fit is never right. Like 
D. Soyini Madison (1999) remarks, “You keep trying on the language, again and again, listening until 
some parts of it begin to fit your tongue. Some words need more practice” (109). Crafting words 
and sentences, I try with all my might to replicate the authors that I read-- practicing until near 
perfection. But in reality I live a lie. I rarely experience moments of nirvana or epiphany, and when I 
did I kept them secret for they usually occur where my voice and tongue break free from the tongue 
binding. Tired of my multiple writing personalities I know something has to change—either to bury 
part of myself or to walk away from my long term and intimate lover. But, this confliction continues 
for years until I come across Trinh T. Minh-ha’s (1989) Woman Native Other in my senior year. Minh-
ha writes, 	  
“On one hand, no matter what position she decides to take, she will sooner or later 
find herself driven into situations where she is made to feel she must choose from 
among three conflicting identities. Writer of color? Woman writer? Or woman of 
color? Which comes first?  Where does she place her loyalties? On the one hand, she 
often finds herself at odds with language which partakes in the white-male –is-norm 
ideology and is used predominantly as a vehicle to circulate established power 
relations… as holder of speech, she usually writes from a position of power, creating 
as an ‘author’ situating herself above her work and existing before it, rarely 
simultaneously with it” (6). 	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After reading this quote it was as if a light went off above my head. I got it. I understood the power 
of writing and why I am made to choose between my embodied self and my writing self, why I find it 
frustrating to constantly be obsessed with grades, and why it is difficult to write in the designated 
parameters of ‘proper’ composition—because frankly it is dangerous for me to write. As a woman of 
color, our words are not observed to be legitimate. We are not ‘composed’ enough to be considered 
as serious writers, unless we follow and evoke the master’s tools: “clear expression, often equated 
with correct expression…” (Minh-ha, 1989, 16). Yet these words serve as double-edged swords. If we 
speak and write ‘properly’ we are seen as acting white, thus our actions are constantly code 
switching. But can we break down the master’s house with the master’s tools? Where do we belong 
as writers? Can we not be critical writers if we embrace our racial identities? Is writing just a white-
washing activity? These questions swirled in my head as I tried to understand my precarious 
position. I am torn between what my heart is telling me, and what my head wants me to do. What 
would I do? Would I challenge what I was told and what is expected of me? Knowing that in my 
heart of hearts, how I wrote didn’t reflect who I was? Or would stay the course. Not say a word. 
Keep my high GPA. Keep my scholarship. Keep my place in the academy. 	  
Even with these hesitations regarding my writing, my place in higher education, and my 
future, I continue. I persist. I perform. I just had to. Because of this voice in my head telling me that I 
am the role model for my family/ that I am the one who is going to make a difference in all of our 
lives/ that I am the one who everyone counts on. All eyes were on me. Don’t fuck it up. Failure is 
not an option, because I wasn’t just failing myself—I am failing all of us: my grandmother, my aunts, 
my cousins, my parents, my siblings. I can’t let them down. I can’t let myself down. I can’t let my 
dream down. And so, I convince myself not to question authority. There is too much to lose if I 
don’t play by their rules. Too much to lose if I walk away from my home. Where then would I 
belong?	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I fall back on old survival methods. Methods perfected as a child from observing my father 
and mother interact with the world around them. Methods that I called codeswitching. 
Codeswitching is like being a chameleon: always aware of your surroundings, always blending in. To 
construct an appearance of belonging. Later in graduate school I would come across Chela 
Sandoval’s (2000) concept of ‘differential oppositional consciousness’, which would explain my 
actions: 	  
“Thus practitioners of the differential mode of social movement develop identity as 
political tactic in order to renegotiate power identity is thus both disguised and not 
disguised as a form of differential consciousness that thrives in oscillation. That 
positional subject is not living a lie, then, but a real disguise… a disguise that enables 
survival” (144). 	  
But as a child, I wouldn’t know what differential oppositional consciousness meant. I wouldn’t 
understand those words. But what I did understand is the importance of survival. The importance of 
wearing a disguise. I learned first from my mother and her continual objection of me speaking 
Spanish. My tongue disciplined. Forced into pronunciation molds—don’t roll your Rs/ speak 
clearly. Yet that was not enough. I had to perform this embodied tongue. I had to learn how to hide 
this part of me. And I did. Here was my mask. Here was my disguise. 	  
 And so I began to codeswitch. I began to imitate my father’s charm and sociability. I 
learned to play golf and rub elbows with the good ol’ boys club. My tongue learned to say what 
people wanted to hear. My tongue spoke their jokes: What do you call a pool full of Mexicans? Bean dip. 
Why do Mexicans make tamales during the holidays? So they have something to unwrap on Christmas. Laughed at 
them when I had to. I codeswitched with everyone I knew. From space to space, my tongue 
performed differently. While my language was English, I did not speak the same language with all 
people. I translated and borrowed words depending on whom I was speaking with. Smiling as the 
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words formed with my perfect pronunciation. My mother’s strict discipline of my tongue finally in 
good use. But I never forgot where I came from. And so I codeswitched out of act of survival, out 
of an illusion of protection (Lorde, 1984). I codeswitched to defend and embrace my racially 
ambiguous body, from and with others. I codeswitched in order to straddle my identities and to create a space 
for myself. 	  
And the academy loves it. I am its best actress. Its best performer. I serve its purpose: the 
non-threatening woman of color who they show off to potential donors. Not the Latina whose 
family is undocumented and works in the fields of Eastern, Washington—no that is too 
controversial, too anti-Capitalist—for these are donors who want to feel good about their ‘saving’ a 
person of color. I am the light-skinned, educated, Latina who charms her way into conversations and 
future opportunities. The light-skinned Latino who you wouldn’t feel uncomfortable sitting at a 
table with. 	  
I begin to go over my notes and reading to prepare writing this chapter. I re-read Minh-ha, 
Anzaldua, Moraga, Fanon, Allen, Lorde, and so forth. I get to Bryant Keith Alexander’s (2012) 
third chapter of his book, The Performative Sustainability of Race. The chapter is titled, 
“Performing Culture (Race) in the White Ivory Tower.” I share his experience. His words. Of 
paying for undergrad through scholarships and grants, because our parents’ couldn’t afford to pay for 
our education. I get to page 89 and read a paragraph:	  	  
“In many ways, maybe I was the anticipated poster child for the at-risk minority students these 
scholarships were designed to save or correct in terms of economic social vulnerability. The narrative 
was required to address what the scholarship meant to me and to ostensibly testify how without the 
scholarship, I would not be able to attend the university. And the narrative always ended with a 
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‘thank you’ to my benefactors—and my academic standing and performance of gratitude stood as 
evidence of the good work that their money was doing….” 	  	  
I feel shame.	  
I know I performed. I know I wore a disguise. But I did it to survive. I did it to pay for my 
education. My study abroads. My GRE. Without these performances I wouldn’t have stayed in the 
academy. I wouldn’t be writing this project today. Back then I didn’t see myself as a pawn in their 
game. I didn’t see myself as a sellout. Instead, when I looked in the mirror, I saw someone who was 
making it. Who was fighting for the family. Who was trying to make a difference. Who was 
bettering themselves through education. 	  	  
I drank the kool-aid. I couldn’t taste the cyanide. 	  
My college accent (Behar, 2013) disciplines and perfects my tongue. Perfects my speech. Perfects my 
narrative. Perfects my performance of gratitude (Alexander, 2012). “I was educated, and wore it with 
a keen sense of pride and satisfaction, my head propped up with the knowledge, from my mother, 
that my life would be easier than hers. I was educated” (Moraga, 1983, 28, italics added). I remember 
attending over 30 of these dinners, luncheons, private events—each one perfecting my performance. 
Each one inching closer and closer to full acceptance in the academy. Towards my home. Towards 
my dream. 	  
But there is also trouble under the bridge. My body knows something isn’t right as the 
shame slowly creeps its way under my skin. Something hides behind the smiles and hugs. Both 
theirs, the donors and academic officials, and mine. I want to turn away and hide my face, but the 
praise of my accomplishments--study abroad in Cape Towns, study abroad in Belfast, 12 
scholarships, presidential awards, internships, research projects and publications, conference 
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presentations, 3.7 GPA—keep me from turning towards myself and to the spotlight of the 
scholarship dinner podium. I know there is a cost, the price of the ticket (Baldwin, 1985), but the 
devil in the blue dress and academic uniform tells me not to worry. That everything will be okay if I 
keep playing the game correctly. 	  
I remember the stares. From both people of color and non-people of color, when I walked in to a 
classroom. A surveying of my body. Of whose side do you belong to? Of which area of the classroom 	  
will you sit in? The small corner where all the people of color sit? Or would I be that speckle of color 
amongst a sea of whiteness? I could feel that my body didn’t belong in their binary views of race. 
That my body inserted scales of grey in their views of white and black. Here I was crossing borders 
again. Crossing spaces. Crossing bodies. That when sitting with donors, I knew my place. I knew 
the role that I had to play. But sitting in classrooms was different. What role was I suppose to play? 
The good student that never questioned authority? The woman of color writer who tried to insert 
multilayered perspectives of race, gender, and sexuality? The angry student of color learning in a 
PWI? How would I codeswitch? What language would I speak?  I grew tired of the constant 
performance. I grew tired of my masks. My disguise. My tongue no longer wanted the words in my 
mouth. The words of the well-read. The words of the oppressors. Couldn’t I speak from my own 
tongue? Couldn’t I speak from my own experience? The experience of discrimination? But my 
tongue had to learn the language in order to make a place for me here. I had to keep the mask on if 
I wanted to play the game right. 	  
But my body knows. I feel like la llorna with a B.A. Empty and lonely—even though the signs are 
clear as day, I forgot how to speak its language. I leave my body’s messages unread until one day its 
screams can no longer be ignored. Till one day its visceral knowledge ushers in hesitation and shame 
that cannot be covered up with smiles, hugs, and handshakes. Like my writing, like my epiphany, an 
embodied voice breaks free to warn me. Warn me of the dangers ahead. Warn me of the toll my 
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body would take. Warn me of the deceptions. Warn me to say that my words are powerful. That I 
have my own tongue to speak from. But my love of education, love of school, love of the academy 
shields it away. Muffles its words and voice. The message is left unheard, but is impressed upon the 
skin. 	  
Of Bloodlines and Borders	  
“Crossing any border demands a shift in cultural performances that are both psychic 
and physical, demands a shift in ways of knowing and expressing the known, as well 
as ways of engaged doing, that tests your cultural dexterity and commitment to 
culture on either side of the border, especially when you are required to shift back 
and forth daily” (Alexander, 2012, 98). 	  
 As the hybrid progeny of two parents and two worlds, border crossing becomes a part of my 
life. Crossing between the borders of language and body, the toll is heavy on my psyche. Where do I 
belong? On what side of the border? I find myself as la mestiza (Anzaldúa, 1999). The product of 
culture-clashing and perplexity. Who do I listen to? The head or the heart? Why can’t it be both? But 
the borders are heavily defined—in my life and on my body. My dark features and light skin. Where 
did this come from? What are you? An alien? I start to believe that I am not from this world. It is a 
“struggle of the flesh, a struggle of the border, an inner war” (Anzaldúa, 1990, 378). A war that I feel 
that no one can win. Least of all me. The rigid boundaries of blood and dreams keep me floundering 
in my performances—the role model, the A student, the model minority. But the rigidity is slowly 
bringing me death. For I believe my life is not worth living if constantly bound by contradictions. 	  
 The border crossing. The performances. Are not only taking a toll on me, but also my 
relationship with my family, especially my aunts. What begins as immense pride is slowly turning 
into pain, frustration, and mistrust. And as I receive more accolades for my scholastic 
accomplishments and invites to events where I am required to perform my gratitude, perform my 
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heritage, perform my narratives, the more I am ‘being put into place’ by Robin (with Tracy as her 
sidekick). Reminding me that my education will not save me from racism or this family. That I had 
to ask permission to speak—and speaking back was the greatest sin of all. That I am turning into a 
sell out. La Vendida.  That I am ‘White.’ But when the doors were not closed, and they take part of 
the benefits of my success--the dinners at Safeco Field and Chateau St. Michelle, free concert tickets, 
VIP passes to my graduation—they can’t stop singing my praise to the same benefactors I have to 
perform to. They become part of the performance. Actors and characters unknown to them. They 
brag—a shameless performance—only they can do.	  
Simultaneously, my mother and I begin rebuilding our fragmented relationship. After almost 
four years of not speaking, she calls on my twentieth birthday. And I answer. I think again of Terry 
Tempest Williams’ (1992) question, “What is it about the relationship of a mother that can heal or 
hurt us?” After years of pain. Of feeling abandoned. The hurt is no more. The guilt is no more—of 
trying to explain why I wasn’t buying a Mother’s Day card. Of explaining why my mother isn’t 
attending the scholarship dinner with me. The tides of time wash away our anger towards one 
another. And we rebuild our destroyed relationship. Healing ourselves and moving forward with 
each other in our lives. Yet, my speaking with my mother only compounds the stress with my aunts. 
As if I betrayed them. As if I replaced their roles in my life. Competing for my love and attention, as 
if I am the prize—even though I am reminded daily that I am not special or better than any of my 
other member of the family. But I know that their presence in my life is irreplaceable. That I will 
always see them more than just my aunts. They are my family. My blood. My life support. I work even 
harder to maintain balance with them. To show them that I love them. To show them that I care. 
And listened to their words. 	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I trace and re-read my environment. Mapping out my place. Do I belong with my mother? Do I 
belong with my aunts? Who provides a home? Who provides a refuge? Why do I have to decide 
between my blood? Was I the one who was causing all the damage? 	  	  
And what of my education? Was my mother’s renewed presence in my life just a scapegoat to their 
uncomfort with academic success? Or vice versa? Or is it because they no longer felt that they had 
some control over my life? How do I cross this border? How do I bridge this together? 	  
Torn between my mother and aunts. Torn between my education and my family.	  
Here I stand in the “in-between spaces on a terrain that helped develop strategies of selfhood” 
(Alexander, 2012, 91) that were both beneficial and detrimental. The in-between space of familial 
pride and familial pain. The in-between space of cultural inclusion and cultural alienation. The in-
between spaces of academic insider and academic outsider. Here I am. Reminded, both physically 
and mentally, of my displacement. Of my daily border crossings. Here I am. Standing in the 
intersections of past, present, and future. Standing in the intersection of race, gender, and culture. 
Where do I go? Where do I stay? 	  
 As my time at the University of Washington was coming to an end, I must make a decision. 
Should I stay in Seattle for graduate school? Or should I abandon post? Abandon my family? 
Abandon my mother? Abandon what I think is my home? I chose to leave. Chose to forge my own 
space. To recreate my home. But I am not scared. I am not ashamed of my decision. My family and 
I both agree it is the right thing to do. That perhaps time apart will serve us both well. Yet we have 
no idea the challenges and changes that lay ahead. We had no idea to the extant our bloodlines will 
be tested and interrogated. The name-calling. The yelling. The shame. The anger. The guilt. I turn to 
the ivory tower for safety and inclusion. Turn to the ivory tower for salvation. Turn to the ivory 
tower to feel loved. To feel happy. But will I find it there?	  
	  127	  
Nobody’s going to save you.	  
No one’s going to cut you down,	  
cut the thorns around you.	  
No one’s going to storm	  
the castle walls nor	  
kiss awake your birth,	  
climb down your hair,	  
nor mount you	  
onto the white steed.	  	  
There is no one who	  
will feed the yearning.	  
Face it. You will have	  
to do, do it yourself	  
(Gloria Anzaldua, 1983, 200).	  
(In)Visible Shame	  
 The ghosts rush back to me. The memories rush back to me. Of who I once was. Of the 
unlimited potential that I possessed. Have I wasted it? Where did it go? What happened to that 
passion? Is it all just jaded pessimism now? I dread putting words to paper. Almost like the great 
high school quarterback who is stuck re-living their high school years, I try to bury mine. The 
academic superstar that I once radiated. The undying bright light of hope, optimism, and 
dedication—no matter what the cost. No matter what the obstacle. I would succeed. That the 
academy couldn’t fail me. It was my refuge. It was my home. I would be unstoppable. 	  
Yet in this same vein of pride and passion, also lays shame. From remembering the person I 
performed in order to play the game. From remembering how bad I wanted the prize, the level that 
I had to conceal and mask my identity, so others could be comfortable around me. I realize now, 
that success came with a cost that I was all too willing to pay. And that when I was done playing the 
game, those who I thought I could still count on, abandoned me for others who didn’t care about 
the cost of the ticket: the cost of admittance to the ivory tower. It angers me that in order to 
understand myself as a political being, as a product of socio-historical events, as a cultural actor, that 
I had to adopt the language, values, and perspective of the same institution that perpetuates the 
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disconnect between ‘us’—the highly education folk, and ‘others’—the non-educated, the poor, the 
disembodied: 	  
“Well, now I feel bleached and breached. I feel angry about this—the years when I 
refused to recognize privilege, both when it worked against me, and when I worked 
against it, ignorantly at the expense of others. These are not settled issues. That is 
why this work feels so risky to me. It continues to be discovery” (Moraga, 1983, 34). 	  
Shame is a powerful affect. Silvan Tompkins recognized it as one of the primary negative affects as 
it impresses upon the skin and fills our mind and body with poison of self-doubt and exposure 
(Ahmed, 2014). For as long as I could remember, I tried my hardest not to reveal my shame. To 
keep it concealed from ‘Others.’  But like the apple cinnamon air freshener, my words are a shaming 
reminder to my past. Rather than turning away from it in shame, I must remain exposed. I must be 
visible, as I have nowhere to turn to.	  
 I know that with writing these words, I have to come to terms with my past. I have to come 
to terms with my ghosts. I have to come to terms with my shame. Because “when we suffer 
violence, the wound degrades the spirit, and when the spirit is hurt, a space is opened for shame to 
enter, and blame of the self can begin to weave a blanket of silence” (Hernández Avila, 2011, 299).  
This has to be told. It has to be spoken. It has to be heard. I know that the story wouldn’t be 
finished if I let this part out. I also understand now that I produce knowledge on my own terms. 
That I can “redefine what an educational professional looks and sounds like” (Lee, 2011, 91).  That I 
can choose to not perform. To speak from my own tongue. That I can discover my own individual 
and collective agency, and define and re-define myself (Rodriguez et al, 2012)—even in the face of 
death.  	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Part V	  
When the dead come calling:  
Narratives of decaying trauma and temporality 	  
 	  
 I lay awake in the hospital bed. 	  
 	  
  The room is deathly quiet. Except for the machine monitoring my pulse. I 
listen to the beeps mirroring my heartbeat. Echoing against the barren white walls. I 
listen for any irregularities. Listen for signs of life. Counting in-between the 
pulsations. 1….2…..I listen. Trying to detect the cause for my visit. But my sickness 
is not in my heart. It is just not in my blood. It is everywhere in my body. 	  
  I lay still. Listening to the beeps and my shallow breath. I think, “how could 
this happen again….” The doctors have no clue to the mystery illness. Each one, 
checking on my vitals, checking to see that I am still alive, scratch their heads in 
disbelief—“so you were perfectly healthy ten hours ago?” I nod my head as I no 
longer have a voice. Baffled they walk out, still scratching their heads. But my 
response is a white lie. I think to myself, how do you define perfectly healthy?  Healthy 
being the absence of sickness, then yes. But healthy in terms of living a healthy 
lifestyle, then no. I lay in the empty room. Listening. Looking outside the window 
and witnessing the first sunny day of spring. The cloudless sky behind the swaying 
trees. Wishing I was out there instead of here. I hear the chattering of birds and 
people in the distance. I try to lift my head to get a better view of what is going on 
our there, but my broken, frail body cannot muster the strength. I lay there silent and 
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still, with just the machine. The rhythmic beating. I look at the IV. Drawing my eyes 
on the drip line, its patterns, and follow the line down to my hand where it is 
attached. The fluids fighting the sickness in my body. The fluids giving me life. The 
machine and my body are one. Part cyborg. If only temporary. 	  
I wonder.	  
Wonder how could I have let myself get like this? How could my body get this 
fragile? I know the answer, but I do not want to believe it. I deny the truth. Like so 
many other events in my past. I deny my weakness. Deny that I could fail. But, I was 
failing. My body was failing. I pray one more time to God, please get me through 
this. Just one more time. I listen. Listen to my words that I have said like a broken 
record. The repetitive words promising a false hope. Oh how I’ve prayed. Prayed to 
get me through the all-nighter. Prayed to get me through the countless missed meals. 
Prayed to get me through the depression. Oh how I’ve prayed. But this prayer is 
different. I have to get better. I have to finish my final papers. I have to finish 
graduate school. I can’t die here now. I know this is my fault. Constantly forsaking 
my body, my health, in the name of school. In the name of knowledge. But is it? Is 
this what knowledge requires as a sacrifice? Is it worth it?	  
 But the truth of the matter is that I am already dead. While my body is on the 
brink of life or death, my spirit is dead. My passion is dead. My drive is dead. I am a 
walking ghost. But a ghost who still dreams. A ghost who still walks the hallways 
searching for the answer. Traumatized by my own death, I must learn to break the 
cycle in order to find peace …and my final resting place. 	  
I listen to my words.	  
I listen to the machine.	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I have to break the pattern.	  
*****	  
I really didn’t know how to begin writing this chapter. All of my words. All of my thoughts. 
Circulating and dancing in my head for months—correction: for years—all came crashing down to 
silence. Yes silence. A voiceless scream scratching at the walls to be released. But the words just 
couldn’t come out right. Maybe it was from the shame? Or the embarrassment? Or from the 
frustration? Of years of my life I couldn’t get back. The passion, health, and self-esteem that I could 
no longer get back. The childhood dream that I could no longer get back. Yes. I was angry. Yes. I 
was sad. Full of conflicted emotions that I could not speak. All circulating and dancing on my 
tongue. I had to write it in order to name it. To understand it. To accept it. 	  
In 2013 I lost another home. The home of the American academy. The home of higher 
education. The home of the ivory tower. I lost my sanctuary. I lost my dream. My dream that I held 
closely to me since age six. The dream that encouraged perseverance through the good times and the 
bad. The welfare food stamps. The unsupportive teachers. The subdued and not so subdued 
racism/sexism/classism. The fellowship acceptances. The fellowship rejections. The mental and 
physical breakdowns. And the suicidal thoughts. My dream/ the dream that one day I would succeed in 
pursuing my PhD and become a professor pursuing knowledge and research till my dying days. To 
be a part of a community of scholars. To foster a lifelong appreciation of learning in the lives of my 
students.	  
I look back wondering what happened? I look forward wondering where to go from here?	  
I write this chapter with glimmers of light coming from the end of the tunnel. The years of 
graduate school hazing are almost finished. And yet I am ready to walk away. Away from the 
disillusionment. Away from the numbness. Away from the ghosts—the ghosts of my past and of my 
former self. The confident one who always survived and prevailed adversity, no matter how bad it 
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got. And believe me it got bad. But I never believed that it would break my spirit. I never believed I 
would walk away by choice.  To walk away from an institution that long served as my narrative and affective 
geographies that brought me home. 	  
Performative Haunting and Being Abandoned by Discourse	  
As I’ve argued, haunting cannot be analyzed without considering the notions of habit, 
habitat, and repetition—as ghosts continually perform their return to everyday human space as 
homeless beings in spaces that are no longer technically their home. As such, ghosts are 
manifestations of what Freud calls the death drive: which is behind the psychic compulsion to repeat 
actions, and while all drives seek to reproduce and reiterate certain motives, the death drive 
seemingly wouldn’t be able to reproduce itself after it achieves its end--the freedom of death. 
However, the death drive can persist as a pure drive in the ghost who is always already dead. In this 
way, haunting is the product stemming from the death drive after mortal death. 	  
With this revelation I can’t help but wonder the ways in which women of color haunt the 
academy. Haunt in the sense and performance of existing within the voids—being simultaneously 
seen and unseen. But what does it mean when one is dead but hasn’t died? To have suffered a 
figurative death and is still haunted by the repetition of trauma? How does this impact one’s body? 
To inhabit a haunted body is to inhabit a body in a discursive-liminal space in which one no longer 
belongs. Is this not the occasion in which many women of color find themselves in relation to the 
academy? In other words, we find ourselves repeating--performing--ourselves as abandoned, 
homeless in domiciles that should’ve never been offered to us or given to us. We find ourselves 
performing our homelessness in the very space that should continue to be our home: the academy. 	  
So is it in their ranks that I become a walking and performing ghost? Or am I a (re)animated 
corpse, decaying within the cold walls of the ivory tower? “Corpses, as abject-object, display the loss 
of a living person. Ghosts insist on the opposite, that a spirit continues beyond the body. The 
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reanimated dead, in various other forms, may combine (or express the gap between), these 
contradictory modes of un-being” (Perdigao & Pizzato, 2010), 1). With that said, is it possible to 
sustain any of these lifestyles? Or are we left to rot and silently decay within our haunted vestiges? 
But we must examine what decaying truly means. Not in the sense of wasting away—although there 
are those of us whose bodies do—but in the sense of (de)composition. To (de)compose our 
composure. To (de)compose our performances.  And to (de)compose our discourse. 	  
The time is now. Now to perform an/our autopsy—an/our critical inquiry into the dead body, 
the dead narrative, to which haunts and pains the voids of our existence. The time is now. To 
trouble the borders between, beyond, and among the “(corpo)reality of the dead and the work of 
memory” (Perdigao & Pizzato, 2010, 3). The time is now to expose our deathly hallows. 	  
When the Dead Come Calling	  
I was never a child that was handed everything on a silver platter.  I was raised intimately 
knowing the realities of hard work, sacrifice, and tough choices. Do you pay the electricity bill or buy 
groceries? I witnessed first hand the difficulties life serves you when you are young, brown, female, 
single, and have a kid. I learned at a young age how to clean floors and polish silver—other people’s 
silver. I fantasized about my own, but knew too well that it was out of reach. My mother’s words: is 
it a luxury or a necessity rang through my head (I can still hear her voice). And so I stopped fantasizing 
about the silver, and started paying attention to how I could transgress our situation. I started 
listening to my mother’s words a bit more closely. Listening to her stories how she didn’t finish 
community college because she got pregnant with me. I noted to myself at age six: don’t get 
pregnant or dreams will die. Her stories and words about education and her lack of access due to her 
education stung. I internalized the guilt of her not finishing. I listened more carefully. I watched 
more closely. What could I learn to change my future? How could I stop this vicious cycle? The 
words ‘education,’ ‘college,’ and ‘access’ pressed against my ear and shouted their names. And so I 
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began dedicating my life to education excellence. Dedicating my life to intellectual pursuit and 
scholastic achievement. Dedicating my life to uplifting my families’ status in society. 	  
It began as innocent as that. My dream to which I would pursue a PhD and become a 
professor incepted at age six. It came naturally to an already inquisitive child. A child that bothered 
the hell out of my mother with questions about the world, politics, society, and anything else I could 
ask. She both hated it and loved it. Shantel, stop with the questions!  I close my eyes and remember my 
mom encouraging me to play the silent game with her. Her black curly hair contrasting sharply to 
her early 1990s acid wash jean jacket. Okay! Lets do this, I exclaim as a competitive young girl. We 
start. I don’t make a sound. The silence engulfs our walk back home from school. Did I win?	  
I could never win the silent game with my mom. I was too eager to ask questions to fill my 
insatiable appetite for learning. School became my sanctuary. School became my home—a home away from 
home that promoted safety and security rather than disorder and chaos. Where I could ask all the questions that 
I could ever want. From elementary to high school, my photos frequently appeared on the student 
of the month or on honor roll wall. Big accomplishments for a child whose parents worked multiple 
jobs and didn’t have that much time to help with homework. At home, I learned skills to be self-
reliant and resilient. Cooking my own dinners. Taking the bus to the local library. Telling my own 
bedtime stories. My teacher’s often remarked how I was an adult child. Always very serious about 
my studies. More so than most in the classroom. It is a trait that I still possess.   	  
I reflect on these pivotal moments and how they have shaped my life. I reflect on the person I once 
was. I reflect on the ghost I am today. I reflect on my past and try to pick up the pieces. Arranging 
them to make sense. Arranging them to understand my future. I try to remember. Sitting in my 
office, I stare at the flashing cursor. Do I speak my truths? 	  
How did I become the person I am today? A person who cannot trust their intuition? A person 
who does not speak in the name of fear? What could I have done better to prepare for what is 
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happening today? Should I have known or recognized the garbled mess behind the velvet curtain of 
the academy? Should I have known or recognized the pain behind my mentor’s smiles? Should I 
have known or recognized the cyanide in the kool-aid? Or did it just taste too delicious to stop 
drinking? I think and pause   	  
reflecting and putting into conversation all the memories 
of speaking at fellowship lunches, dinners, and banquets. Perfecting my performances of gratitude 
(Alexander, 2012). I recite the story of when I was six years old and playing with my stuffed 
animals. My words serving as evidence of the ‘miracle of education’ and educational ‘access’:	  
As a young child, I am a mix of tomboy and pretty pink princess. I love catching snakes and 
playing with Barbie’s. And so here I am in my bedroom, my dinosaurs and He-man toys sitting 
next to my stuffed dolphins and teddy bears. I am meticulously constructing exams to soon give out 
to my ‘class’ aka my toys. “Pencils down. Exams faced down. Ok turn over.” I then fill in the 
exams. Some with correct answers. Some with incorrect answers—on purpose of course. I collect the 
exams and then start grading. Correcting the incorrect answers and giving feedback. I sign my name 
Shantel Martinez, PhD.	  
The stranger’s applause echoes throughout the room. Their unknown faces start standing up from 
their chairs. Faces pleased with my words. But my eyes gravitate towards my mother.  She is crying. 
She wipes the tears on her rosy cheeks as people are congratulating her on the amazing daughter she 
has raised—the same people who I had to fight to get her a seat at the table. But it doesn’t matter 
now. As an extension of me, she is welcomed into the space of the academy, if only temporarily. I 
remember her eyes. The same eyes who thought my obsession with the PhD was just a phase. A 
cute childhood moment that I would eventually grow out of. But I never did—at least not until now. 	  
Why walk away willingly? 	  
From everything I have worked so hard to achieve? 	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 On paper it appears that I am an excellent candidate for the academy. The perfect arm candy 
to accompany and carry on its legacy: I have multiple publications in major journals. I’ve presented 
and spoke at national conferences in my fields. I successfully defended my dissertation proposal with 
no revisions. I have an excellent CV. I’ve received research appointments outside of my department 
due to my scholastic reputation. I’ve been awarded a major fellowship that only twelve graduate 
students a year receive at UIUC. Why leave when everything seems almost perfect? When I am 
labeled an ‘ideal candidate’? 	  
Because it isn’t worth it anymore.	  
Because the system is terribly flawed with no solution in sight.	  
Because I am tired of being an academic product, and not a person.	  	  
Now, I understand that these are very strong statements. 	  
And many will disagree. 	  
But many will not.	  
My time in graduate school was spent refining my research and writing skills. Networking 
with peers and professors. Figuring out my place in the academy. A place in my new home. It was also a 
time when I stared at a bottle of Ambien, contemplating taking the whole bottle at once. A time 
when my physical health constantly teetered between sick and desperately sick. A time when I ate 
popcorn for dinner. Hoping that I could make it to payday, several days away. A time when my 
family, my closest support network, questioned my continued educational aspirations. Surprisingly, 
my body still functions and passes for ‘normal.’ I have perfected masks and performances from 
necessity. My sleepless, red stained eyes are accompanied by a smile.	  
 And yet, I still wasn’t ready to give up on my dream, my home. While my body wanted to 
break down, my spirit still persisted. I continued through my coursework and passed my preliminary 
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defense. I started writing my dissertation, still believing I wanted to be a professor. So what 
changed? Why did I walk away? 	  
 I listen to the stories. Stories from friends. Stories from strangers. Stories of cancer. Stories of 
unemployment. Stories of food stamps. Stories of depression. Stories of divorce. Stories of death. 
All connected to the academy. With my new found freedom of working and writing on my 
dissertation I broke free from my insular little world of only worrying about myself, my partner, my 
next exam, my next paper, etc. and I started listening more carefully to the words of others—my 
friends, peers, mentors, bloggers, and recovering academics. All of their words overlapping with 
mine. Telling of similar experiences. Of similar emotions. Of similar fears. I stopped in my tracks. 	  
 Remembering the words of Eve Segdwick (2003) of the powerful difference between 
‘knowing’ and ‘realizing’ (i.e. that we all know we are going to die, but when we realize that we are 
facing death’s door our lives are transitioned to another dimension) I began to realize that my words, 
our words, echoed the same wounds. Displayed the same scars. The bloody lacerations both self-
inflected and served as punishment for questioning the ivory tower. The same holier than thou 
institution that preached our condemnation and supposed salvation. But I grew tired of listening to 
the sermons. I grew tired of their words of reconciliation—publish or perish/teaching as service—fraught 
with corruption and politics. Instead I began to listen to the heretics: friends, mentors, strangers, and 
rehabilitating academics—all who have left the academy. Some on their own terms. Others who 
posed as dangerous to the system and were violently banished. The same heretics who are pushed to 
the side and frequently pushed out. Those who are deemed not strong enough for the academy. 
Who didn’t want it enough. Their stories and words brushed under the category of ‘burn out.’ But as 
I listened more, as I listened carefully, their words reinvigorated my disobedience. 	  
I listened.	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 I listened to their words wrapped in fear. The fear of being hired only as an adjunct, a fate 
that 67 percent of American university faculty are currently facing (Kendzior, 2012, P1). Adjunct. A 
position that is contractual with no benefits for healthcare and pays below the poverty line. A far cry 
from the tenure track position we are all taught to aspire for. But the reality is many of us will be 
thankful to even land one of these jobs. We will be thankful that we have what little income we have 
to pay back the thousands of student loan dollars we incurred in order to achieve this dream. 
Adjunct. A continued source of cheap labor that keeps learning costs down and administrative 
salaries up. A position designed for indentured servitude. The house slave that looks down upon the 
graduate students and lectures working in the fields, but will never be equals to even the children of 
the house (the assistant and associate professors) let alone the masters of the house (the full tenured 
professor). No. The adjunct will be allowed to be in the household, but never a part of it. Adjunct. 
The beginning of the end. The extinction of our kind. 	  
I listened.	  
 I listened as they spoke of the corporatization of the academy. A move away from public 
educational institutions that serve the interests of people, to “state-controlled private universities—
corporate entitles that think and behave like businesses” (Bady, 2013, P2). Placing market interests 
first and foremost above the needs of students, who are no longer students but consumers of higher 
education. Yes, we are now an academy that sells degrees as commodities to the highest payer—a 
payer who not only pays with money but also years of their life as they can no longer afford to 
purchase homes, get married, or have children due to their costly degree. A degree that is a ball and 
chain. A debt that is a death sentence.  Yes, we are an academy that brands departments based on 
extended neoliberal ideologies, upholding a regime of governmentality that brutally collapses the 
realm of the public and public goods into the private. An academy that creates not scholars, but 
academic products that performs and conducts research as a source of fundraising for the university 
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(Bady, 2013). An academy that cuts academics and education in order to save failing athletic 
programs and administrative bonuses (Schuman, 2013). Yes, we are an academy that is a shell of its 
former self. A corporation with beautifully manicured quads and access to gyms (Schuman, 2013). A 
corporation that carefully manages its brand and image, but not funding for the humanities and arts. 
Education is no longer the center of university life. No. Education and critical learning are now the 
most disposable aspects to an institution. A sad fate for the future. A sad fate for American higher education.	  
I listened.	  
 I listened as their cries grew stronger and met only silence. Words encased in anger and 
disbelief. I listened as they told stories of adjuncting for three years with perfect teaching 
evaluations--- and not being invited to apply for the job once it went on the market. I listened as 
they told of applying for food stamps because their stipend and second job didn’t pay enough. I 
listened as they cried on my shoulder. Words full of exhaustion, guilt, shame, sadness, loneliness, 
and doubt. I listened as they spoke of departmental politics ending careers. Becoming casualties of 
war between two opposing sides in a single college. Bearing witness to the great myth of collegiality, 
let alone solidarity. I listened to scholars more interested in their number of citations and published 
works than their impact on the world outside the ivory tower. Reducing suffering to theoretical 
concepts that are neatly resolved by carefully worded texts. Words embellished in such thick 
academic jargon that even other academics couldn’t decipher. Words closed off to all of those who 
thirst for knowledge yet cannot afford the price tag. I listened to scholars punished for political 
activism. Punished for fighting to end social injustice in their classrooms. Punished for standing their 
ground. 	  
I listened.	  
 I listened to their words wrapped in anxiety. Bodies breaking down from the stress. Multiple 
sclerosis. Diabetes type II. Eating disorders. Panic attacks. Irritable bowel syndrome. Suicidal 
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thoughts. Depression. Miscarriage. Premature death. The darker side that no one wants to speak of. 
The darker side that we personally struggle with. We battle to believe in ourselves, but the shame 
keeps us quiet. And while the epidemic spreads throughout institutions, we are made to believe it is 
our own issues. We become paranoid in our own homes and home departments. Looking behind 
our backs when we try to speak our truths. Who will hear us? 	  
I listened.	  	  
Listened to my own words. 	  
My own story. 	  
My own memories.	  
Speaking with Ghosts	  
 I was once a phoenix. Raised from the ashes of my mother’s dreams. I am now simply the 
ashes. A ghost who re-lives the trauma of the academy each time I step foot onto campus. From my 
days of glorified minority poster-child, I sometimes see remnants of her in the ashes. But the fear, 
the self-doubt, the depression, the frustration, blur her from sight. And so I grasp onto her spectral 
presence to get me through the long days and dark nights. I grasp onto her presence as I witness my 
dream, become a hellish nightmare. As I witness as my home became a cemetery—filled with the 
dead of former dreams and the reanimated dead walking around besides me. I watch the widening 
divide between campus and community. The have and have-nots. I witness as my family argued over 
my transformation. Who is she? I don’t recognize her anymore? Why does she speak this way? I 
wanted to scream. Why don’t you understand? I tried to translate. To make the words make sense. 
And yet they didn’t to me. Whose language was I speaking? Was I speaking in tongues?	  
I knew what I was doing went against what I stood for.  I knew this wasn’t the place I once 
called home. I knew that I was playing a game, a dangerous game, whose future was grimmer than 
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the present. Years fighting for recognition. Years sitting on committees to be the face of diversity. 
Years of students coming to my aid and rescue for support against discrimination and harassment. 
All the while, searching for my own savior. But wasn’t I a believer? Wasn’t I a member of the 
Church? I’ve tithed more than 10 %, but it seemed they still wanted more. Was it my soul? Would I 
continue to live as a reanimated corpse-- hell, even purgatory sounded like heaven.  	  
 And then one day, while lying in the hospital, what I knew became what I realized. I realized 
it isn’t worth my mental, emotional, or physical health anymore. I realized it isn’t worth the nights of 
sleeplessness due to extreme anxiety and panic attacks anymore. I realized it isn’t worth risking my 
life anymore. I realized I no longer have the stomach to be a part of a system and institution that 
only cares if I am producing a product that they can market for a price. I grew angry. Internalizing 
the pain and frustration. Believing I should have recognized sooner the façade, the artificial mask 
cloaking the true nature of the academy. How could I have been so bamboozled? How could I have 
been tricked so easily? How could I have abandoned my beliefs? How could I have built a home 
based on lies? All in the guise of propaganda. Numbness is all I could feel. 	  
 So I began to write. Write this chapter. Write my story. My testimonio. I began to write 
because I didn’t know what else to do. The demons in my head were starting to attack. I had to 
write them out of me. Perform my own exorcism. And through it I realized why this all matters. I 
realized why I had to name my story. Realized why I had to hit rock bottom in order to get back up. 
Realized that I had to walk away from my ‘home’ to understand what homecoming actually meant. 
Realized that I had to die, in order to be reborn. 	  
I’ve come home.	  
I’ve found home.	  
Found my final resting place.	  
But it was the ghosts that brought me here.	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They called to me.	  
Called me home.	  
Giving me hope.	  
Hope for the future.	  
Death, Discourse, and Decay	  
 I have performed my autopsy. Exposed my death. (De)composed myself to gain better clarity 
on the third space of un-being and abject. And yet, what I have realized, is that death is only the 
beginning. Embodying a liminal space--- an in-betweenness that shatters myths and constructions of 
reality— deaths rips apart upheld norms that spectrally haunt our lived subjectivities. In doing so, 
death illuminates the world through a spectral lens illustrating that things may not always be what 
the seem…. that there is always more than what means the eye, things that lurk beyond which can 
only be experienced and felt. Due to its spatial in-betweenness, death serves as a reminder that the 
past will always be present; haunting everyday lives, practices, and performances while also 
informing ‘dead’ cultural practices to be living through their haunted temporal shadows. Hence, 
through my death and death of my dream, the liminal space is welcomed as an affective geography 
that “speaks the unspeakable and confronts what is repressed” (Spark & Stuart, 2010, 63). Such a 
space is necessarily uncomfortable, in order to dialogue with oneself and to “re-emerge from the 
shadows of modernism and claim back [one’s] place in… consciousness” (Spark & Stuart, 2010, 73).  
As such, death is not only an extension of life, but also a “further stage in the continuation of life 
toward the individual’s final resting place” (Huerta, 2010, 16, italics added). It is everywhere. As much 
as part of life as life is to death. And since it is everywhere, those that exist in its liminal state, also 
exist everywhere. The ghosts, corpses, specters, un-beings, and resurrected dead help us perform our 
haunted narratives, and link our testimonios to the historical and social positions in which we 
encounter. 	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 So here we/I are. Living between worlds. Between the voids. Being seen and un-seen. 
Haunting inhabited bodies and bodies of knowledge. Our subjectivities becoming both revenant and 
arrivant: returning “from the past (citing a history without being anchored in a singular origin or 
essence), while at the same time constituting its own futurity, arriving, as it were, from and through 
iterative acts yet to occur” (Pilar Blanco & Peeren, 2013, 310). These subjectivities dictate whom we 
appear to and who our haunted performances target. Because “when death has touched your life in 
such a frighteningly intimate way, your entire world becomes surreal” (Heller, 2005, 82)—such as 
the case of mine. Such is the case for many in the academy. Yet our experiences are not simply 
‘near-death’ experiences No. We are the resurrected dead that haunt and mobilize from these 
uncomfortable spaces and silences to destabilize the dichotomies and norms living within our 
realities (Holland, 2000; Pilar Blanco & Peeren, 2013). Death, memories, and ghosts are forever 
interconnected in this ‘decayed/(de)composed’ discourse as they shape the ways in which we 
witness, name, perform, and experience all of their reanimated and mortal possibilities of belonging. 	  
 Thus, I am here to honor my dead and my death. To remember not through the masking or 
evading of death and loss, but to bring it back home. Bring it back to the ghosts who haunt beyond 
boundaries or borders. From the women of color who haunt the academy to the reanimated dead 
whose corpses are left to the unwavering gaze, it is the dead, the un-dead, and the living whose 
sacrifices pave the way for the next generation. Whether deaths are natural and peaceful or violent 
and messy, their celebration is not morbid. Rather what is morbid is the “embalm[ing], stitch[ing] 
up, and mak[ing] up of the dead for satisfactory viewing by the living, presenting them as 
comfortable, happy, complete, and even looking domesticated and alive (Spark & Stuart, 2010, 73). 
No. We should not be preparing our dead this way. Instead our funerals should be a celebration of 
the fragmentation and in-betweenness that life and death present. A celebration for hope. A 
celebration of re-orientating the temporal cycle that frees us from traumatic repetition occurring in 
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life that brings us peace death in the after-life. Death is not the end—not the way out. It is a new 
affective and narrative geography that brings us stillness and reincarnation. We should not fear for 
what is in the after-life because our bodies may die, but words live beyond. 	  
 I do not court death as I once did before. Killing my body in the process of education and in 
the name of the academic institution. Instead, I’ve died for a nobler cause—to break free from the 
trauma, and to own my in-betweeness. From my mixed-race body to my ambiguous place in 
educational spaces, I join the ranks of ghosts and leave my spectral presence so that my narrative 
may live on. 	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Part VI	  	  
Haunted homes:  
Home as narrative imaginary	  	  
What is home? 	  
Is it a familiar place that you yearn to be? 	  
A place where you put your coat up on the wall	  
And everyone welcomes you with open arms and a smile?	  
Is it a place you dream to be?	  
Almost touchable. 	  
But always too far. 	  
Never close enough to be fully embraced. 	  
Your finger tips brushing against,	  
Touching, 	  
An ever distant hope. 	  
An ever distant mirage.	  	  
An ever distant lie. 	  	  
What is home? 	  
Four walls and a roof?	  
A structure that shelters	  
A toilet.	  
Sink. 	  
Bed.	  
A place that protects from the harsh external elements?	  
But failing when internal forces arise. 	  
Walls serving as jail sentences	  
For the inhabitants inside. 	  
Displaced and homeless	  
Under asphalt shingles and aluminum siding. 	  
Trapped inside, 	  
Yearning to be out. 	  
Nowhere to go. 	  
Nowhere to go back. 	  	  
 What is home? 	  	  
I dream to be there. 	  
I yearn to be there. 	  
But where is my home? 	  
Confused and displeased. 	  
I turn away from the artificial constructions	  
Of heteronormativity	  
Of cultural expectations 	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Of dinners ready at 5pm.	  
Of cleaning toilets	  
Of picking weeds. 	  
Of dysfunctional families hiding behind fake smiles.	  
I turn away.	  	  
A re-orientation must be made. 	  
Away from what is expected from me	  
Away from what I was told is right, 	  
    What is normal. 	  
    What is best. 	  
Away from what is told to be, home. 	  
I must create my own home. 	  
I must construct my own foundations for trust and love. 	  
I must orientate myself towards my own walls	  
Of protection and shelter. 	  
I must orientate myself towards my own 	  
Structures of freedom. 	  
I must orientate myself away from what is told to me to be home, 	  
And what I know to be home. 	   	  
I agree with Claudio Moreira (2010) that home is much more than a physical or institutional 
place. The notion of home, of my home, surpasses Western constructions tied to its spatial formation: 
family, heterosexuality, reproduction, and consumption (Moreira, 2010). In his eyes, home serves as 
an ideological marker actively dividing and categorizing people into “good” and “bad” citizens—
those who follow and strive for the American dream and those who do not. Like Moreira, I am 
cautious to call this construction home.  Instead I extend bell hooks’ position in her book, Belonging, 
that home is a place of belonging. A place of feeling that you belong to. Home is the “creation of 
meaning—the making of lives that we feel worth living” (hooks, 2009, 1). Home provides us with a 
sense of place. A sense of arrival. A sense of going back. People yearn to come ‘home’—maybe not 
what we construct as the family home, or our childhood homes, but home in the sense of feeling 
like you belong. But unlike hooks, I believe this place doesn’t necessarily have to be tied to land. 
Rather, in my view, home can be a mental and emotional place. Homemaking is the escape from 
pain, suffering, loss, trauma, disorientation, and displacement. Home is moving past a mental state 
	  149	  
of exile (hooks, 2009). Home, and making home, transcends our current living situations and state 
of being. Homemaking and homecoming are not impossible projects (Stefansson, 2004); they are an 
approach that re-defines the revival of the past not as nostalgic yearning, but as a reorientation 
towards a new more satisfying future (Hammond 1994, 2004; Stefansson, 2004). And while 
homecomings may cause trauma due to the rupture between ‘imaginary homelands’ (Rushdie, 1991) 
and the little resemblance to the experienced landscape (Cornish et al., 1999; Davidson, 1968; 
Graham & Khosrari, 1997; Majodina, 1995; Pilkington & Flynn, 1999; Stefansson, 2004), they also 
provide the opportunity to construct alternative home making practices which may have never been 
embarked had the person not left home. For “the very package of social, cultural, and political 
meanings delineating and animating ‘home’ necessarily assumes a rupture, for if home is the place 
you return to, then you have to leave it first to know what it is” (Markowitz, 2004, 24). Home is 
never complete—it is always emergent and becoming. Changing its foundation and borders with the 
ebbs and flows of time. 	  
Like our spaces of home and moments of homecoming, we often encounter acts of 
homelessness and home destruction that run parallel to the devastations of our own bodies. The 
bodies of women and bodies of land have encountered centuries of pillage, rage, destruction, and 
conquest. Our bodies share a natural history with landscapes of space and place that form critical 
habitats for healing, change, retreat, refuge, and stability. My body has broken down numerous times 
from the stresses associated with homelessness, displacement, and dislocation from my family and 
the academy—a plethora of panic and anxiety attacks, depression, problems associated with PCOS, 
suicidal ideations, bronchitis twice in one month, staph infections, weight gain, weight loss, the list 
goes on. As much as I tried to fight it and to remain adamant that I belong here, the worse my health 
became. Until one day I found myself hospitalized with a bacterial infection. I gazed at my weak 
body connected to the machines pumping medicine into my system. I gazed at how frail I was 
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becoming: my pale yellowish skin, contracted body lying in the fetal position. I thought to myself 
how could I let myself become like this? Why didn’t I listen and heed the warnings from my body? 
Now I lay in this hospital room alone. From that moment on, I decided to put my body and my 
health first. I would no longer put the needs and demands of the academy before my own body’s. I 
began to construct my place and sense of self as a refuge for stable bodily health. My home would no 
longer be unprepared for the floods of stress and anxiety. But rather a sanctuary of peace and peace 
of mind.  	  
Just as I have experienced, devastation respects no boundaries (Tempest Williams, 1991, 40) 
and our homes are destroyed. Our trusted places, our emotional bedrocks of comfort and belonging, 
are ravaged and sometimes denied. So what do we do in these times? How do we forge a place of 
home when it has been washed away from natural disasters and/or manmade causes? How do our 
bodies begin to heal? I believe narratives and sharing our words, our testimonios, is the first step with 
recreating our affective geographies. As Terry Tempest Williams (1991) beautifully expresses in her 
book Refuge, “Perhaps, I am telling my story in an attempt to heal myself, to confront what I do not 
know, to create a path for myself with the idea that ‘memory is often the only way home’” (4). Our 
words have the power to transport us back to our roots. When our landscapes and bodies of 
bedrock begin to falter, our words and memories keep us in balance. We all encounter 
environmental stressors and disruptions in our home space, and homelessness occurs often when 
our bodies are worn thin, yet we must forget our inner strength and compasses of homecoming. 
Sometimes retreating is the best option. Sometimes it is not. Sometimes we must heed the warning 
signs from the native species and prepare for the storm, and seek shelter in foreign lands.  
Sometimes we must accept the natural cycles of life and death. And sometimes we must accept and 
rebuild our spaces of home. But what I am most sure of is that I am no longer willing to sacrifice my 
body, my physical and mental health, in order to create or maintain a ‘home’ in a hostile place. My 
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pathway of healing and homecoming starts with accepting and understanding that my sense of self 
isn’t for sale for the highest bidder. That it is private property that I only have access to. It is a space 
where I can take a step back, reflect, and act, knowing that in my heart of hearts that I am working 
and writing on my own terms. And in doing so, I realize that home is related to the power of the 
erotic (Lorde, 1984). The power of the erotic is the deeply embedded and engrained knowledge 
within ourselves that we are taught to distrust. It “is a measure between the beginnings of our sense 
of self and the chaos of our strongest feelings. It is an internal sense of satisfaction to which, once 
we have experienced it, we know we can aspire” (Lorde, 1984, 54). Home, like the erotic, is the 
experiential place of strength and refuge. It is a place where our streams of consciousness flow to 
the body, spirit, and soul. And just like the erotic, home—the symbol and constructions of home—
can be misnamed and misused to guide us against our better judgments. As such, we must learn to 
trust this knowledge, trust our bodies, and trust our homespaces. We must learn our vocabularies of 
place (Massey, 2004) and our emplaced emotions (Bondi, 2005) to forge through volatile destruction 
of our bodies and words, so that we may speak our truths and assert our spaces of belonging. 	  
(Corpo)real Narratives: Of Borders, Boundaries, and Bridges of Identity	  
 While narrative and space tend to be compartmentalized and isolated from each other’s 
respected areas of inquiry, they are, in my opinion, symbiotically connected; as the narratives we tell 
and are told shape, construct, and deconstruct the ways in which we envision and encounter space. 
Conversely, spatial encounters impact the narratives we tell and re-tell. In doing so, I argue that 
narratives act as mental maps navigating the affective landscapes of home, belonging, displacement, 
and trauma that etch tattoos of our life’s journey and experiences into our own corporeal 
cartographies. By drawing upon our various affective geographies, these mental maps also locate our 
spatial ‘placeness’ in the world in which we live, labor, and love. It is evident how important space is 
to our everyday lives based upon the spatial language we evoke to describe society and the world 
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around us: high society, political circles, putting someone in their place, etc.,-- all of which illustrate the 
importance of geographical yearning and placement within our own vocabulary and everyday speech 
(Wooley Martin, 2010). With utilizing such self-defined terms of exclusion and inclusion, we then 
create hierarchies of those who belong and those who do not that further construct affective 
landscapes of “fitting in”—the affective affinity that demarcates who is ‘like us’ and who is not, both 
then and now (Taylor, 2012). Since space is embedded with affect, these everyday temporal-spatial 
tensions and ruptures “verify ‘insider’ and ‘outsider’ inhabitants, evoking ‘fellow feelings,’ empathies 
and hostilities, in classifying” (Taylor, 2012, 47) residents, locals, tourists, and strangers. 
Nevertheless,  “this defining process is reciprocal and concurrent; while people define space, space 
also works to define and construct its inhabitants” (Wooley Martin, 2010, 27). In this sense, space 
speaks—it has its own narrative that defines a politics of difference, which create binary divisions 
defining social lives and spatial movements. As it speaks, it shares a dialogue with its inhabitants: re-
designating the politics of difference over time so that some outsiders eventually become insiders 
though they must accept the rules of access and what to fit in. It is through these acts of definition 
and re-definition that borders are erected to not only separate and partition space, but also to 
separate and partition narratives, bodies, and identities. “The identities in question, including those 
of place, are forged through embodied relations which are extended geographically as well as 
historically” (Massey, 2004, 5). By restricting movement (both physical and metaphysical), narratives, 
bodies, and identities are bounded to their place and move only when the borders shift or alter with 
social and political change—the dialogue between space and the social. Thus, home cannot exist out 
of nowhere (Ahmed, 2000), but is a regenerative space tied to emplaced emotions that act as borders 
defining who fits and who does not. 	  
 So what are borders? More than just physical or metaphysical boundaries demarcating 
movement, they are also barriers that maintain social sectors either linking one group to another, or 
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creating space between. Think of the graveyard—the designated space of the dead. While the living 
are welcome to and come ‘visit’, they only have temporary access to the graveyard, at it is indeed a 
space for the deceased. A space marking the boundaries of life and death. A space full with the 
unrealized potential of those who have passed in yesteryear. The border of the graveyard acts as a 
stark reminder to live life as much as you can before you end up here. And so within each border is a 
set of rules of access that decides insider/outsider status, until new rules are amended or created. 
This could be from the temporary status of living visitors to the cemetery, to the strict and enforced 
rules of whites/males/Christian only spaces that govern various borders today. Now, borders occur 
on a variety of geographic scales from nation-states to the spaces of home, many which we observe 
to be neutral or natural—but they never are, instead we have grown accustomed to them in our 
everyday lives. Take for instance the space of the home: 	  
“…domestic architecture typically is arranged to place the outsider or non-family 
members at a distance, by restricting his presence to the peripheral spaces of the 
patio, the living or dining room, and if invited to cross the threshold into more 
private space many be invited into the other rooms of the house, which tend to 
remain behind closed doors when guests are present. Similarly, the presence or 
absence of ceremony rites can function as a marker of privileged or marginalized 
social status. For example, domestic workers enter the home through the back door, 
distinguished guests are received at the front or main door of the home, while close 
friends and family may enter through the kitchen or garage…” (Wooley Martin, 
2010, 28).”	  
Domestic spaces, such as the home, are a great example to examine the ‘natural and neutral’ façade 
of space. Unlike the borders between Israel and Palestine, or Mexico and Texas, the borders of the 
home are less obvious but just as political as they enact and reinforce social and cultural dichotomies 
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that support national political structures (Wooley Martin, 2010). Feminist geographers (Gillian Rose, 
Nancy Duncan, Shirley Ardener, Doreen Massey, etc.) have discussed at length the oppressive labor 
structures of the house and housework that are often made invisible to outsiders. But these 
discussions are not just about gender—no, they are about the preservation of traditional systems 
revolving around class, sexuality, gender, race, nationality, etc. Systems long tied to power and 
privilege that demarcate one’s place in society through micro-borders informing our identities. 
“Class, race, and gender are crucial parts of such emplacements—and displacements—serving to 
ground ‘affects’ as emerging from somewhere” (Taylor, 2012, 47). This somewhere is the re-framing of 
borders reflecting territorial versions of home, community, and nation. Even less obvious are the 
borders of bloodlines as discussed in my testimonios—having to choose what part of the family 
bloodline you belong to, where your loyalties lie. These borderlines, like others, add layers to identity 
and haunt the next generation. 	  
 Nonetheless, borders can be transgressed and destroyed. Here is where the body is most 
instrumental—not just who can border-cross, but how bodies position themselves towards, 
amongst, beside, and behind borders. While it is known that bodily physical appearance and how 
bodies are read in society allow certain bodies to border-cross easier than others, our spatial and 
environmental positioning also directly impacts our relationship to borders: 	  
“Our corporeal positioning influences our readings of our environments, so that the 
space in front of the body is perceived as light, open, vast, and linked to the future, 
while posterior space—behind the body of the perceiver—is interpreted as profane, 
dark, inferior, and tied to the past. Perceptions of space tend to be egocentric, so that 
we define the distance between two sites in terms of the contrast between here, our 
personal space, and there, the space of the Other” (Wooley Martin, 2010, 28). 	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With privileging the space in front rather than the space behind or besides us, there is a universal 
tendency to focus on the spaces closer to the center of rather than the periphery. But it is the 
periphery that provides subversive opportunities. By re-directing attention away from the center and 
towards the margins—towards the borders—we “give voice and substance to the subjects rendered 
mute and invisible by hegemonic practices and discourses” (Yarbo Bejarano, 1994, 13), thus re-
appropriating the border as a liberatory force against the egocentric tendency to centralize and ignore 
the Other. With this re-orientation towards the border and away from the center, our corporeal 
positioning matters even more in terms of identity development and memory:	  
“Identity is in fact unthinkable without some sort of imagined or literal boundary. 
But borders also specify the liminal space in between, the interstitial site of 
interaction, interconnection, and exchange. Borders enforce silence, 
miscommunication, misrecognition. They also invite transgression, dissolution, 
reconciliation, and mixing. Borders protect, but they also confine” (Friedman, 1998, 
3). 	  
Bodies, identities, and borders present a powerful trinity to the socio-spatial dialogue. Just 
like with the affect of shame, we learn to turn away and re-orientate our bodies in order to 
protect ourselves from exposure and to take cover. Similarly, by re-orientating socio-spatial 
identities away from the center and towards the periphery—the margins and borders of 
space—we begin to realize how incredibly complex and significant our corporeal positioning 
and narratives are to the perceptions of space, belonging, and, dislocation. We ‘naturally’ 
perceive moving forward with the act of becoming rather than backwardness, albeit these 
‘natural’ affective states are socially constructed so that alignments with certain space (i.e. 
urban and middle class) are framed as forward and progressive while other space (i.e. rural 
and working class) are juxtaposed as against time. As such, with re-positioning bodies next to 
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borders and away from the center (i.e. forward space), it becomes evident how borders and 
borderlands present new opportunities with redesigning and redefining space. As borders 
“serve as simultaneous[s]…settings for separation and connection” (Wooley Martin, 2010, 
33), the bodies that operate this space posses a condition of possibility to re-designate a 
politics of belonging, or as Gloria Anzaldúa (1990) argues, towards a new mestiza 
consciousness. 	  
So who is la mestiza and what is the new mestiza consciouness? I am la mestiza. I am 
one of many. My body, testimonios, and experiences are those of the la mestiza: the hybrid 
alien—a product—of two cultures straddling the borders of space, time, and ambigious 
body. I am the figure who is constantly plagued with the mental and internal strife of 
perpetual codeswitching and performing. Plagued with psychic restlessness (Anzaldúa, 1990, 
377). Plagued with the clashing voices questing ‘who am I’ and ‘where do I belong’? The 
answer: the border. 	  
“Because I, a mestiza,	  
continually walk out of one culture	  
and into another,	  
because I am in all cultures at the same time,	  
alma entre dos mundos, tres, cuatro,	  
me zumba la cabeza con lo contradictorio.	  
Estoy norteada por todas las voces que me hablan	  
simultáneamenta” (Anzaldúa, 1990, 377). 	  
This is la mestiza. This is her world: of constant border-crossing of body and identity. Who 
am I today? Am I white? Am I Latina? In what world do I belong? It is the border in which I 
live, breathe, and die. It is the border in which my existence makes sense. But it is the border 
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that tries to suffocate me. “La mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an 
inner war” (Anzaldúa, 1990, 378). Yes, an inner war in which la mestiza learns to play by their 
rules—the oppressed and the oppressor. Living with two incompatible frames of reference, 
“we get multiple, and often opposing messages” (Anzaldúa, 1990, 378). But instead of 
reacting to these forces, we must learn to act and to embrace the ambiguity in order to 
transgress the rigidity of the borders. She/I must break free from the subject-object duality 
that keeps her/me stymied, and open her/my mind to the possibility of horizontal and 
vertical thinking—a new mestiza consciousness that embraces ambiguity and breaks down 
paradigms (Anzaldúa, 1990, 378). This consciousness of the borderlands develops a 
tolerance for contradictions, which in return, creates new definitions within the language of 
border space. Rather than being a victim, the sacrificial goat, la mestiza utilizes her cultural 
and bodily duality to incite a new mythos: “I am an act of kneading, of uniting and joining 
that not only has produced both a creature of darkness and a creature of light, but a creature 
that questions the definitions of light and dark and gives them new meaning” (Anzaldúa, 
1990, 380). She/I is the officiating priestess at the crossroads (Anzaldúa, 1990, 380) shifting 
our focus away from the center, the light, and away from the posterior, the dark, to bring our 
attention to the margins—the spaces of liminality. Liminal space which is traditionally seen 
as grey, undefined space of neither here nor there, is really the:	  
“…boundary between two states of consciousness that partakes of both 
realms in a binary system, one in which new knowledge is produced and 
forms a symbolic action in which previous standards and models are 
subjected to criticism, and fresh new ways… interpreting experience are 
formulated. Liminal spaces conform to the rules, assumptions, and practices 
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of neither sphere and are places of discovery and change” (Backscheider, 
2000, 18). 	  
And so la mestiza basks in the space of liminality. She/I conforms to no one else’s rules. Only 
her own that she has created from living ambiguously, living in between others. Through 
these liminal spaces, she creates new geographies of identity that bridge together boundaries 
of difference that previously waged war against each other. Her body and corporeal 
narratives re-define the border as a bridge: bringing together fragmented memories and 
dislocated identities. She/I begin(s) to heal the wounds of time by accepting her/my 
plurality, and making known her/ my corporeal narrative. We begin to dissolve the border 
and reconstruct the broken pieces to form new wholes—bodies, narratives, and space. 	  
 As bodies are ripe with memories, each memory constructs a corporeal narrative. 
From the built and experienced environment to the affective geographies of psychological 
landscapes, bodies remember repetitive actions and affects; whether this is a dementia 
patient enacting repetitive actions of re-arranging chairs in a last act of preserving one’s 
mind, or the internal and emotional trauma of border-crossing—each body possesses a 
plethora of corporeal narratives. Thus, it is our bodily narratives, stories, and testimonios that 
conjure their own power to resist and reconstruct these borders into bridges in order to re-
define and re-construct social and political spaces. My narrative would not be my narrative 
without experiencing the border and borderlands of my life, my identity, and my body. But I 
do not just sit back and accept the borders that are marked upon my flesh. No. I re-define 
them. I re-draw them. To be representative of my own definitions and testimonios. For 
instance, my narrative of death. Death, as I have explained previously, is a borderland—it 
presents an in-betweenness, a liminal space—that is not here or there. It is everywhere. It is 
death and other liminal spaces that are sites full with the potential to transgress and de-
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regulate the boundaries of space through the use of our corporeal narratives and help re-
define our identities. Liminal spaces break free the repetitiveness of trauma. So that we may 
transcend boundaries to create our own homes, our own places of belonging. No more 
insider/outsider politics, no more divisions of identity, it is in these liminal spaces that our 
corporeal narratives carve out a third space for which we may call home. A third space that 
births possibilities of belonging to any space in which we want to encounter. A third space 
where our identities are free to be dynamic and “multi-axial, rather than fixed and easily 
defined” (Wooley Martin, 2010, 34). It is in this space, that our identities flexibly move from 
one spatial plane to another, not to assimilate but to highlight various elements of the self. 	  
It is also in these spaces in which we observe the role of death in regards to the 
border. By re-orientating bodies away from the center and towards the periphery, the border, 
we are in a sense, bringing bodies closer to death—not in the termination of life, but rather 
the liminal space of death that in return renders bodies into ghosts. “The paradox of the 
ghost troubles these borders, between the (corpo)reality of the dead and the work of 
memory” (Perdigao & Pizzato, 2010, 3). Utilizing the metaphor of the ghost, it becomes 
clear that the ghost “functions as the paradigmatic deconstructive gesture, the ‘shadowy 
third’ or trace of an absence that undermines the fixedness of such binary oppositions” 
(Weinstock, 2004, 4) that exist between and among borders. Ghosts acknowledge no 
boundaries (Holland, 2000; Perdigao & Pizzato, 2010; Weinstock, 2004), and as such they 
blur, transcend, and re-invent space(s) of borders into spaces of possibilities and belonging. 	  
Narratives and space matter. Not only with regards to the stories we tell and are told, 
or how our narratives craft space, or how space impacts the way in which we encounter 
narratives. No. Narratives and space matter because of their interdependent relationship to 
each other, and how their relationship impacts socio-spatial relationships, politics, and access 
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across borders. They matter to how we express our identities. To how we craft and 
encounter liminal spaces. But it is our bodies that matter the most with regards to both 
issues. It is our bodies that are the definitive forces crafting these socio-spatial relations and 
affective landscapes. It is our bodies that redefine borders into bridges. It is our bodies that 
re-orientate spatial and narrative practices. They are the vessels to which we can transform 
space and narrative in order to make connections across cultural and social dichotomies that 
currently trap us in repetitive waves of trauma. Our bodies inform our spatial and narratives 
imaginaries through their corpo(realities), thus constructing and reconstructing our places, 
our homes, of belonging. If homes are the creation of meaning, then our bodies are the 
dictionaries to how we define home(s). From the new mestiza consciousness that encourages 
us to embrace contraction and ambiguity, to the power of the erotic that hones into our 
deeply embedded corporeal knowledge, our bodies are the bridge between space, narrative, 
and home.  	  
Residing in my Haunted Home, my Haunted Narrative	  
“What does it mean for a ghost to dream?	  
What does it means for a ghost to hunger, 	  
and to hunger for something that is possible 	  
only in the space of the Other?” 	  
(Kong, 2010, 99)	  
Home is a place of memory and reflection. Through our memories and corporeal narratives 
we recreate home—our home—forging our sense of self and belonging. “We chart out lives by 
everything we remember from the mundane to the majestic. We know ourselves through the art and 
act of remembering” (hooks, 2009, 5). Our memories travel and are a part of our affective 
landscapes of home. They craft bridges over ruptured experiences and connect our emplaced 
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emotions with narrations of home. Home is much more than four walls and a roof, although 
physicality does not hurt feeling at home. But physicality is not the only way we should be measuring 
what is home and what is not home. Because I have ‘gone’ home, home to Seattle / home to see my 
family, and what once was home no longer feels that way. And yet space has not changed much. But 
I know I have. “The ‘haunting’ of the past stalls, sticks, and fuses then and now, where ‘old’ times, 
people, and places are not simply substituted in the forward motion of the new” (Taylor, 2012, 3). 
The haunting of temporality makes homecoming difficult to say the least. The culture shock of 
returning can leave returnees filled with disillusion and disappointment that can last years, even 
generations (Behar, 2004, 2007, 2013; Stefansson, 2004). And while the act of returning home 
provides the opportunity to construct alternative home meanings, the haunting of diasporic 
sentiments are never far behind. In this sense, I think of Ruth Behar’s hauntingly beautiful 
anthropological texts regarding her longing and displacement of her homeland Cuba. In Behar’s 
(2007) book, An Island Called Home, she poignantly says while discussing her search for her second 
cousin Henry’s tomb in the Jewish Cuban cemetery of Guanabacoa, “You have to be careful with 
dead spirits, they could attach themselves to your shadow and haunt you, try to take you with them 
into the other world” (42). The same could be said regarding imaginary homelands and 
homecomings—the dead spirits of the past, of our remembered homes, linger and attach themselves 
to our memories thus causing the dislocating ruptures when we re-experience the same places. We 
must either not let the ghosts take a hold of us, or learn to make home among these ghosts in order 
to experience peace.  We must bless the dead. 	  
Home can also be the cause of one’s death. And we should keep in mind that there are more 
ways than one to die. We can of course experience what in psychoanalysis is referred to as the 
second death--or the death in the symbolic. Judith Butler (2002) writes of symbolic death in 
Antigone’s Claim. Antigone speaks herself against the prevailing discourse, and thus dies in relation to 
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that symbolic order. In that same vein, we always run the risk of death when going against the 
prevailing discourse--for we risk being cast as an outsider. And what is this being cast out? This 
being stripped of subjectivity? This being stripped of one’s recognition as being able to speak? But a 
condemnation to death? We encounter the same risk in the academy. To go against the prevailing 
discourse can result in being silenced. And to be silenced in the academy is to perish. To be 
banished away. To be exiled in the land of adjuncts. But it can also be argued that there are those 
who are dead in the academy who are not silenced, banished, or exiled. There in these situations, 
people are dying from a more symbolic death—a death to which is forced upon us by our peers, 
institutions, and the current state of the corporate academy.  This happens to be the case for so 
many genres of research that ask us to write ourselves out of our writing. So that when we meet 
these requirements and are rewarded with a publication, we find ourselves dead anyway. So this 
choice, like the choice of Antigone was a forced choice because either choice invariably leads to 
death. True, Antigone could’ve lived had she let it go. She could’ve lived had she not gone against 
Creon’s dictum. But to not bury her brother would’ve resulted in a kind of death—a death to her 
own volition—something far worse than the willful acceptance of death. To choose death is better 
than to be condemned to a death against one’s own wishes. And in choosing death it can become 
volitional. In this sense, la mestiza parallels Antigone’s death. Rather than be condemned to rigidity 
and living always in the confines of labels, la mestiza chooses to let that part of her die in order to 
accept living in ambiguity and contradiction. She accepts her death in order to live again. The final 
act in making her home. 	  
The academy is my home as long as it’s a home built from the substance of knowledge. But 
the structure of this knowledge can also collapse in on itself-- and in on me. As such, I could choose 
not to write. Though this could be seen as a fully volitional choice of a symbolic death, it really isn’t 
so. Because there’s no risk of death in the first place. But I choose death. I choose to write. I choose 
	  163	  
to birth my words—even against the current discourse. Against what is expected of me. I label 
myself an outsider within the border of the ivory tower. And in doing so, I refuse to adhere to 
what’s named in the name of Antigone and la mestiza. Antigone herself was against her own proper 
name insofar as she willfully refused her position. It also isn’t lost on me that Antigone is primarily a 
story of kinship. Mine is too. My kinship, my family(s), matter greatly to me. Because of them I 
write. Not for my peers. Not for my future book contract. Not for tenure. I share my words for 
them.  So this leaves me to risk death. To write and to risk its non-acceptance into academic 
discourse. And yet in this very same risk, I am comforted by choosing my own death. To act on my 
own will. My own set of ethics. In order to come back and re-create my haunted home. 	  
Ghosts, Trauma, and Making a Home	  	  
“And if home is denied to me then I will have to stand and claim my space, making a 
new culture-- una cultura mestiza—with my own lumber, my own bricks and mortar 
and my own feminist architecture” (Anzaldúa, 1999, 44). 	  
What does it mean for a ghost to dream? What does it mean when you dream of death? For 
years, I have dreamed of death. To end my pain and suffering. Now, I choose death. Death is my 
feminist archicture. Death in order to write my words.  To write my story. But in doing so I created my 
own condition of possibility. Created my own alternative ways of being. And in these actions, I 
choose to belong. Belong to myself. Belong to the power of the erotic. It is in this moment that I 
reflect on the words of Gloria Anzaldúa (1983), 	  
“Why am I compelled to write?....Because the world I create in the writing 
compensates for what the real world does not give me. By writing I put order in the 
world, give it a handle so I can grasp it. I write because life does not appease my 
appetites and anger... To become more intimate with myself and you. To discover 
myself, to preserve myself, to make myself, to achieve self-autonomy. To dispel the 
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myths that I am a mad prophet or a poor suffering soul. To convince myself that I 
am worthy and that what I have to say is not a pile of shit... Finally I write because 
I'm scared of writing, but I'm more scared of not writing” (168). 	  
I think of her words, and read them outloud. Letting them coat my tongue. Swishing them around, 
like a spoonful of medicine. They are healing. They are centering. I reflect on this moment. Feeling 
proud for one of the first times of what I have created. Of what I have birthed. That I live and write 
on my own terms. And that my narrative generates new forms of queer kinship that further dislocate 
home from its Western preoccupations with determinative space(s). It is here, in my haunted home, 
that I create a new family without dislocating my blood family. In this queer family we are bonded 
through our words. Bonded through our love. Bonded through our happiness. And bonded through 
our death. Bonded through our futures. 	  
Just in the way that trauma has a hard kernel that can’t be integrated into the symbolic, so it 
must return in the real, ghosts return in the real as the traumatic manifestation of an abandonment. 
The academy abandons women of color, and thus we haunt its space. Our voices are loud as an eerie 
silence; our bodies are salient insofar as they are a conspicuous absence; our scholarship haunts the 
libraries of published works as unrequited labors of love. Women of color must make a space for 
themselves. We have been traumatized by our abandonment, but we need to free ourselves from the 
place which is no longer our home. We need to seek to be more than ghosts who haunt the 
hallowed space of the ivory tower. We need to change the Zeitgeist, literally, the spirit of the times. 
Women of color have been abandoned inside the space of the academy, and being abandoned by 
this space, we should not lose hope, for the reason that our condition of possibility has not been 
abandoned in terms of time. The home we must make for ourselves, in fact, is not a space at all. Our 
home is a time. Our time has come, and we must make the Zeitgeist ours. If the audience of the 
academic readership prefers our voices to remain silent, then we can appeal to public audiences and 
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write with the general readership in mind. If we find ourselves unwelcome in the academy, we can 
use our advanced degrees for advocacy. If our scholarship is refused publication, we can pour our 
love into teaching. We do not have to be ghosts when we find a new home, and this new home 
should start in the present and continue throughout to the future.	  
  I had to write this project for myself. I had to write the words in order to learn how to trust 
myself, and create my future. Create my home. Create my condition of possibility.  And for me, I 
believe it is a condition of hope. I realize now that configuring the academy as my home was wrong. I 
would and will never belong to it. Even as much as I tried. Or how much it wanted me. It would 
always be on the wrong terms. I would always be choosing a symbolic death. Nevertheless, it was my 
love of knowledge that brought me there. Yes, it was love that killed me. But it is was also love that 
kept me alive. That my love of knowledge brought me back to myself. Brought me back home. It 
transformed my silence into action. To let me speak from my own tongue—and not in the language 
of the academy. Coming to terms with my love of knowledge, shaped my condition of belonging. . 
In this sense, home is a borderland. Home is a third space. Where contradictions meet and form a 
new area of meaning and representation. A space that forms new political initiatives. A space of 
action. I realize now that home is  within me. After so many painstaking tries to belong elsewhere, I 
now know my place. And now, I am just as proud of my failures as I am of my accomplishments. I 
am proud of my family, both blood and non-blood. I am proud of my past. Because without them, I 
wouldn’t be the person I am today. This project wouldn’t be the project that it is. 	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Conclusion	  	  
Beyond/Between:  
The possibility of belonging and coming home	  	  	  
The cardboard UPS package sat for over a week before I opened it. Jeff had 
moved it close to the stairs so I would not forget to take it up to my room. But, like 
always, each time I went up the stairs I was too busy to bring it with me. 	  
I have to grade. 	  
I have to feed the dogs. 	  
I have to fold laundry. 	  
I have to…..	  
It wasn’t that I didn’t want the package, or made excuses not to bring it with me—I 
just didn’t need it at that particular moment. I thought, “it’s only a crockpot, I’ll open 
it on Friday when I make chicken and dumplings.” So each day, I would walk by it 
without giving it a thought. Both visible and invisible to my eye. Friday finally rolled 
around with a beautiful chill in the air. Not yet the typical autumn brisk, but a chill 
that I recognized. A chill reminiscent of home. With gray brooding skies, leaves falling 
from the branches, winds weaving in and out of the street. It was the closest to 
being in Seattle, without being in Seattle. I take advantage of the nostalgia. 	  
Sitting in my room, my laptop and I are intertwined lovers. Finally at ease 
from our latest break-up writing session—where all I did was stare at the flashing 
cursor. Unable to translate my thoughts into words on the screen. But here I was, 
furiously typing on the keyboard. Computer keys clanging together. Click. Clack. 
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Click. Clack. I must get what’s in my head onto the screen. I must take advantage of this writer’s 
inspiration. I must take advantage of the weather. Of the scene. Of the nostalgia. With writer’s 
block nowhere in sight, I flood the screen with revisions. Thoughts rushing in, it is a 
writer’s dream—unadulterated stream of consciousness flowing from mind to pen. 
All making sense. All building suspense. Like a conductor guiding a symphony, 
signaling the crescendos, the peaks and valleys of the overall tone and narrative of 
the music, I am there navigating my words for the next listener. I am there seducing 
the computer once more to corroborate on our dangerous liaisons. I am there……I 
don’t finish sentences. I hear the old familiar sound. The scratching on the door. 
Vivie, my 1 year old rat terrier, is signaling that she has to pee. Gathering the dogs, I 
prepare for my forced break away from the screen. Watching from the kitchen 
sliding door I make sure that they all go ‘potty’ so I am not forced to break again. 
As I wait for them to exhaust themselves, the package catches the corner of my eye. 
It’s Friday. I better prepare the chicken and dumplings before Vincent arrives from 
Kansas City. I better perform of the role of good wife. 	  
Hauling the package from the hallway into the kitchen, I’m surprised by the 
weight. This sure is heavy for a crockpot. But she didn’t mention anything else in it. 
She is my mother. Sending me back a crockpot and a small carry-on luggage from 
her latest adventure visiting me in the cornfields. I don’t remember this being so heavy. 
What else is in here? Grabbing the nearest knife, I slice open the package tape like a 
surgeon opening up a patient. But instead of encountering blood, I pull out the 
familiar purple Samsonite luggage. This is still so heavy. What is in it? Unzipping the 
liner, I cannot believe my eyes. Yes it is a crockpot. But it is so much more than a 
crockpot. 	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My eyes cannot believe what my mother used as packing bubbles.	  
There, in that moment, my eyes witness a treasure trove of past memories. 
Symbols from my haunted past that I told myself/ that she told me, no longer 
existed. But here they are. With hands shaking, I pull from on top of the crockpot 
my old letterman’s jacket. White sleeves with purple lining. Gold stars and awards 
surrounding the letters ‘Ls’ for Lake Stevens High School. Martinez, my glorious last 
name, embroidered in the back.  It still fits. Caught on one of the jacket’s pins is my 
high school graduation gown. Purple with gold sash embroidered with 2003 on the 
right side. I lay it around my neck as I hum ‘Pomp and Circumstance’—giving me 
hope that soon I will hear the same song as I walk down the aisle with my PhD. Dr. 
Martinez embossed on a diploma. My fantasy cut short as I pull my first boyfriend’s 
soccer sweater from the pile of ghosts. A. Ferrucci is plastered on the back of the 
yellow soccer jersey—Antonio Ferrucci—the first love of my life, who at sixteen 
thought would be my Mr. Forever. I can’t believe she kept this. I can’t believe I kept this. I’ll 
have to Facebook him and tell him what I found—or should I? Maybe that is one 
ghost left to be admired, but not engage. I continue to pull and pull from the 
luggage. An old pillowcase from 2nd grade. An orca whale shirt from the 3rd grade. 
An Allen Creek Elementary School shirt from the 4th grade. My favorite black and 
white striped dress when I was eleven. My white cowboy boots. My golf hoodies. 
Notebooks from high school with Mrs. Shantel Ferrucci signed in my handwriting 
throughout the pages. It’s all there. 	  
I take inventory of my past. Not noticing the tears streaming down my face 
until my vision starts to blur. Wiping away the tears. I can feel the wound in my heart 
healing. The scar tissue softening. Beginning to weave and meld together to form a 
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whole heart. Letting the pain go. I forgive. I forgive her. I forgive myself. I forgive 
my past. With each tear, new beginnings are created. 	  
And there they are. Beside me. Kneeling with me. Comforting me. The ghost 
of my committed aunt. The ghosts of my former self. The ghosts of my family. They 
there are. At peace. Peace with themselves. Peace with me. They have spoken their 
truths. Expressed their dialogues. And in this act of forgiveness, in those acts of 
embrace, in those acts of love, I came home. I belonged. Not in a specific place. Not in 
a specific location. But within my own history. Within my own narrative. Within my 
own affective geography. I exhale. Steadily breathing in, I focus on my breathing and 
body. Closing my eyes. Reimaging the scenes of my grandmother and I sitting 
together that fateful winter day. Sitting together. Face to face. Unknowing I was 
about to inherit her ghosts. Inherit her narrative. But her story does not end with me. 
The story does not end. It has only concluded a chapter. Ready for the next author to 
pick up the pen. I exhale. Knowing I have left my mark on our family’s tale. 	  
Opening my eyes, I see Vivie. The dogs are ready to go back upstairs. 
Standing up, I pick up the box full of memories to my room. It is Friday. The chicken 
and dumplings are in the crockpot, ready for Vincent when he gets home. Walking 
up the stairs to my bedroom, I am ready to write again. The stories fresh in my mind. 
Holding onto the box, I look back on the stairwell. The ghosts are still there. 
Following me back to my room as we write together the story of our family, our trauma. 	  
*****	  
As I finish this project I cannot help to think back to that fateful dreary January afternoon 
with my grandmother. That afternoon in which we sat face to face, sharing a bowl of soup. Never 
believing. Never imaging. That my life, this project, would be so different. I had given up on asking 
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the question. Had given up on speaking my own silences. And then, in that moment—that ordinary 
moment—we were both set free from our own hauntings. Me from my pain. Her from the trauma. 
Both from our memories. I reflect back to this day and I am reminded of the words of Grace M. 
Cho (2007),	  
“In an unconscious haunted by an unspeakable trauma, there is a constant tension 
between speaking and not speaking. According to Abraham and Torok, there are 
two alternatives for relieving the unconscious from being haunted—to remain silent 
and allow the ghosts to wither away after several generations, or to speak and set the 
ghosts free. When a secreted word remains secret, it will be passed down through 
several generations, but eventually the phantom effect will wear off as long as the 
words remain unspoken. But if the unconscious attempts to speak secreted words, 
the ghosts do not simply disappear” (165).  	  
The ghosts didn’t disappear. But in their emancipation, we spoke our own truths. Our own traumas. Our 
own secreted words. That fateful January afternoon reminded me that our “own trauma is tied up in 
the trauma of another, the way in which trauma may lead, therefore, to the encounter with another, 
through the very possibility and surprise of listening to another’s wound” (Cho, 2007, 165). While I 
didn’t know it, my traumas were tied up to my grandmother’s trauma—her witnessing her aunt’s 
trauma. Witnessing her story become secreted. To be passed through the generations only as a 
ghost. A family secret to remain in the dark. Only to be set free from a grandchild in the future. A 
grandchild, whose insatiable curiosity regarding her place, home, and past, lead her to ask the question. 
The same question who begged to be asked, to be given life, to be made known, for generations. 
Unknowingly to me, my own words releasing her ghosts. 	  
 And yet, I realize now that her/my ghosts were never truly quiet in the first place. As much 
as she/I thought we had buried them so deep they would never be spoken into existence, they were 
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always ready to be set free. Always ready to flee from the shadows. Nevertheless, the ghosts couldn’t 
speak for themselves. They required a particular space to speak from. A particular wound. A shared 
wound. To break the silence in which they lived in. But the ghosts needed the right moment. The right 
storyteller. The right listener.	  
It took multiple generations for the right time to happen.	  
A time when the shared wound made itself known. There, on that dreary January afternoon, our 
ghosts spoke. We were made witness to their powers. Made witness to our own wounds. There in 
that moment, me, my grandmother, and the ghosts reconstructed our futures. And for me, I was 
finally able to begin my journey of finding my voice. 	  
 I understand now that we are all haunted. Our stories are haunted. And that there will 
forever be traces of our spectral past living in the present and future. Our narratives will always be 
haunted with “other voices, other texts, other subtexts” (Wynn, 2007, 209). As mine is haunted with 
the voices of my family, my unconscious fears, and my memories. And while they can never be fully 
connected or explained, it is my hope that through weaving them together, through putting them 
into conversation with one another (even separated by generations and the tides of time), they 
reconciled “the unspeakable and represent the unknowable” (Wynn, 2007, 210). This reconciliation 
couldn’t have happened without the ghosts. Without their urging me to speak my truths. My 
haunted past. And now, in this moment, after writing myself into existence, I am finally walk away 
knowing that I can rest, even if I will always remained fragmented.  
Homemaking and homecoming are not impossible projects. But what we must realize is that 
home is never complete—it is always emergent, becoming, and queer. As such, we must learn to live 
in what I argued as the wholeness of fragmentation. Earlier in this project (Part II) I asked,  
“But what of the ghosts? Are the ghosts fragmented? Fragmented to which I piece 
together through memory and narrative? Or are they whole? Or is the fragmentation 
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what makes them whole—each piece as is its own entity? In some sense the way in 
which these questions are posed implies a simplicity that just isn’t there. The ghost is 
not the fragmentation of the whole, but the wholeness of fragmentation [italics added]. 
What does this mean? When we think of fragmentation, we must start with the 
whole, or that which has not yet been fragmented. Fragmentation is thus an 
operation performed upon the whole, and once the process is completed, the 
product is the fragmented. However, this implies that we start from a position of 
wholeness. What if it’s the case that we start from a position of the fragmented [italics added]” 
(Martinez, 83-84)? 
Just like home and homemaking, we are never complete. Our experiences, memories, narratives, 
testimonios, and bodies are always fragmented. As such, we are (and our homes) are just the 
fragmented pieces that we construct together into a perceived ‘wholeness’. This ‘wholeness of 
fragmentation’ can be visually symbolized through the Japanese practice of kintsugi. It is in this 
philosophy, where instead of discarding broken ceramics, potters repair the broken pieces by filling 
in the cracks with gold and silver; Thus making the broken pieces more beautiful than the original, 
unbroken creation, as well as illustrating the fragmentation as part of ceramic’s history:  
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Just like the cup, our fragmented selves/pieces are labeled to be worthless unless complete. We hold 
no value unless we are whole. That a broken thing/object/person will always be deficient. And so we 
hide our cracks and our flaws. We silence our fears, our psychic restlessness, and our worries in 
order to appear complete and whole. But it is all a lie. It is all a façade. And rather than change the 
system and societal factors that influence us to hide these aspects, we are too battle fatigued from 
warring with our identities to enact our agency. Yet, we must remember that these fragmentations 
are us. They make us whole. They are our testimonios. Each fragment/crack/border is part of our 
haunted history, our haunted past. Thus, our new whole is more beautiful than just the broken 
pieces.  
Our identities, bodies, narratives, testimonios are always fragmented. 
Always restless. 
Waiting for someone to listen to us. 
Our sense of belonging and home is not simplistically shaped by space. Not simply shaped 
by our physical surroundings. Our four walls and a roof. Rather, it is shaped by our narratives. And 
looking through an interdisciplinary lens that utilizes affective geographies and spectrality, we find 
that the notions of belonging and home are driven	  through the spaces, senses, history and emotions 
we identify (or dis-identify) with, culminating into a present construction that is ever changing but 
never whole. 	  
*****	  
“Traditionally everyone, from the youngest child to the oldest person, was expected 
to listen and be able to recall or tell a portion of, if only a small detail from, a 
narrative account or story. Thus, the remembering and the retelling were a 
communal process. Even if a key figure, an elder who knew much more than others, 
were to die unexpectedly, the system would remain intact. Through the efforts of a 
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great many people, the community was able to piece together valuable accounts and 
crucial information that might otherwise have died with an individual” (Silko, 1998, 
8).	  
 We share our narratives to birth our histories. To give life to our ghosts. To speak our 
silences. To strengthen our families. Our communities. And ourselves. We share our narratives to 
remember the pain. To remember love. To live. To locate ourselves in our own affective 
geographies. “Because narration is our fundamental method for making meaning….stories [locate] 
our ‘dwelling places.’ Through narration, we make meaning out of experience and live within the 
stories we create” (Jago, 1996, 497). I share this narrative, these experiences, as an extension of my 
grandma. An extension of my family. To ensure that they do not die with an individual. To ensure 
they do not die with me. That this is my legacy. This is part of my action. I share this narrative to 
show that there is truth within stories (King, 2003). To show that narratives are “wondrous things” 
(King, 2003, 9). They are powerful things. They are dangerous things. But to not speak them, to 
keep them silent, is even more dangerous. “So you have to be careful with the stories you tell” 
(King, 2003, 10). Because narratives are all that we are.  I share this narrative to help undo the 
colonization of my tongue. Of my mind. To start the process of healing of my mouth wound. To 
make witnesses of you. In order to keep the meaning of our words, my words, alive.  
 My theoretical framework reshapes my voice, crafting a space for exploration, cultivation, 
compassion, and dialogue. A space that allows for me to not only understands myself better, but also 
to seek solace with the world and people around me. In reality, autoethnography and testimonio are 
not just this project’s methodologies--they are a way of life, my life. To which I seek to live more 
reflexively. And that’s what I wanted this project’s aim to be about: an invitation for others to share 
their story and craft their homes—their spaces of belonging and to welcome their wholeness of 
fragmentation. To bask in the margins. To uphold a new mestiza consciousness.  To give credence to 
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owning personal histories and building narrative archives. And in that sense, I am reminded of the 
words of Antoinette Burton (2003) who states in her book Dwelling in the Archive, 	  
“What counts as archive? Can private memories of home serve as evidence of 
political history? What do we make of the histories that domestic interiors, once 
concrete and new perhaps crumbling or even disappeared, have the capacity to yield? 
And given women’s vexed relationship to the kinds of history that archives typically 
house, what does it mean to say that home can and should be seen not simply as a 
dwelling place for women’s memory but as one of the foundations of history—
history conceived of, that is, as a narrative, a practice, and a site of desire?’ (4). 	  
Burton’s words reminds us that our narratives are not just stories of the past, they are the maps to 
which re relocate the landscapes of the past. They are sites for surveying our personal growth and 
comprehensions of the world around us—the complex socio-spatial relations that define our homes 
and conditions of belonging. Not just for women, but for all of those whose stories and narratives 
are not part of the dominate tapestry of history. We construct our own spatial imaginaries guiding us 
home.  
Additionally, we must honor the knowledge that we have long buried--the ghost stories and 
the psychic knowledge that is inherent in our bodies that we have been taught through Western 
constructions of Enlightenment, logic, and intelligence to mistrust as false deities. We must fight this 
dichotomy of the spirit and that of reality. The knowledge that we somehow cannot trace, but can 
feel—the visceral reactions that guide us from one space to the other. But we are told that this is not 
logical. This is not knowledge. This is not reality. And as such, we are encouraged to kill off parts of 
ourselves (Anzaldúa, 1987, 36), so we forget our intuition, our senses, and offer them as the 
sacrificial lambs to the Cartesian mind/body split as “we are taught that the body is an ignorant 
animal; intelligence only dwells in the head” (Anzaldúa, 1987, 37). Anzaldúa (1987) speaks about this 
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divide in ‘Entering the Serpent’: “Not only was the brain split into two functions, but so was reality. 
Thus people who inhabit both realities [logic and the spiritual] are forced to live in the interface 
between the two, forced to become adept at switching modes. Such is the case with the India and 
the mestiza” (37). Like Anzaldúa, I did not want to listen to my inner knowledge. I did not deem its 
power as real. I did not want to live in the borderlands. Yet, I kept returning to them because of my 
duality—my duality of consciousness. As a child and into my adulthood, all I wanted was to hide 
from this consciousness, from my intuition. To hide from what my body told me: who and who not 
to trust/ who and who not to mimic. But I knew my body was right. Rather than being the ignorant 
animal, my body developed and cultivated these senses for my own survival within the borderlands 
of illusion and reality. 
It is here where testimonio and women of color and indigenous feminisms emerges to not only 
talk back to these dichotomies, but also to speak secrets (Davalos, 2008) through the use of this 
intuitive and visceral knowledge. By employing bold language and dismantling policing of 
respectability, testimonialistas write without apology and shame “that does not seek approval, 
acceptance, or intellectual legitimacy from exterior sources and domain” (Davalos, 2008, 155). What 
is left is a “theory and language of struggle and endurance” (Torres, 2003, 2) that challenges the 
disciplines and institutions that have erased our voices throughout history. The same disciplines and 
institutions that have cut our tongues and left our hands broken for fear of our deeply embedded 
knowledge, narratives, and theories of the flesh. And so, we must re-learn to trust these insights.  
Some call it a sixth sense. Others say intuition. For Anzaldúa (1987), this knowledge is la facultad: 
“…the capacity to see in surface phenomena the meaning of deeper realities, to see 
the deep structure below the surface. It is an instant ‘sensing,’ a quick perception 
arrived at without conscious reasoning. It is an acute awareness mediated by the part 
of the psyche that does not speak, that communicates in images and symbols which 
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are the faces of feelings, that is behind which feelings reside/hide. The one 
possessing this sensitivity is excruciating alive to the world…..Those who do not feel 
psychologically or physically safe in the world are more apt to develop this sense” 
(38). 
La facultad is another survival skill for people “caught in between worlds” (Anzaldúa, 1987, 39). 
Although, it is latent in all bodies, only those situated in environments filled with fear, hate, and 
intense emotions crafting affective landscapes can evoke its full power: The power to read space. To 
read emotions. The sense to fight or flight. “The senses become so acute and piercing that we can 
see through things, view events in depth, a piercing that reaches the underworld…” (Anzaldúa, 
1987, 39). I know of this underworld. I see its ghosts. I can feel the haunting presence of those 
before me. What are they saying? Their words lost in translation between the passages of time. Only 
can their presence be felt. Only can their presence be touched. And yet, in this development and 
gain of la facultad, we lose something. We lose our innocence (Anzaldúa, 1987, 39). An innocence 
lost to fear. Not a fear of ghosts. Not a fear of this knowledge. But a fear of the unknown: “I walk 
into a house and I know whether or not it is empty or occupied. I feel the lingering charge in the air 
of a recent fight or lovemaking or depression. I sense the emotions someone near is emitting—
whether friendly or threatening” Anzaldúa, 1987, 39). Yes, I have been fearful. Yes, I have mimicked 
and codeswitched out of survival. Yes, I have lost my innocence. But no more. I am here. As a 
testimonialista, I will use my words and tell my story to fight back against the fear and the silence. To 
live sin vergüenza—in both my life and my scholarship.  
One would assume a project on belonging and home would be an easy task. That we all have 
homes. That we all belong. But it is not so. Even for those who are fortunate enough to live within a 
structural and physical home doesn’t necessarily equate to belonging in that place. Rather, as I have 
argued, issues of home and belonging are much more tied to the affective experiences and practices 
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that we encounter daily. The unassuming spectral traces of our lives, relationships, and connections to communities 
that surround us. It is through these experiences, which shape and haunt our realities, inform our 
‘place’ in society, and map our possibility(ies) of belonging, that evoke the (re)membering and 
(re)composing of our lives.  *****	  
 What do we owe ghosts? What do we owe the dead? For me, I owe them this project. I owe 
them my voice. I owe them my future. I owe them my love. Yes, loving ghosts are difficult as it 
reminds us of the pain and trauma in which they evoke. However, it has been through this love and 
embracing the pain that has let me set free my own struggles and dis/locations within my own past, 
present, and future. Through this love I’ve owned my narrative—my story of vulnerability. Through 
this love I have foreground my affective geographies navigating my self and my sense of belonging 
and home. 	  
I am present.  
I am here. 
I am a testimonialista.  
 In my wholeness of fragmentation. 	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Coda 	  	  
I had a dream last night after writing this piece. I had a dream that I woke up in my old 
bedroom at my house in Lake Stevens. The walls were no longer blue. They were an off white. My 
posters were taken down. But I was in the bed my parents bought. In the bed was one of my best 
childhood friends, Amanda, who I actually have not spoken to in years. She is married now. I 
walked to my ensuite bathroom, continuing to gaze and interrogate the space. I saw large piles of 
clothes, pictures, and papers all over the floor, causing me to think was I moving out or moving in? I 
started to search through the piles, throwing the clothes away, only focusing on the papers and 
pictures. I found old love letters from my first boyfriend. A relationship that caused severe pain, but 
I could not walk away from until we both hit rock bottom. Causing ourselves to hate each other for 
years until we could construct an amicable friendship. We still do not talk much, but I at least have 
the closure from the relationship. I knew I was dreaming and yet I did not want to leave the space. I 
desperately started trying to save the photos and letters/ throwing them into a bag that I hope I 
could bring back with me to the other side. Frantically I searched the piles looking for more clues, 
more memories of my past. 	  
In a flash I woke up. I looked over at my sleeping dogs. There was no bag of photos or 
letters. There was only a dark room. I called my mother. Asking her if she knew where these letters 
and photos were.
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